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"Dalun Ruozan?"


Wang Chong was inwardly shocked. It had been quite a few days since he had last seen the Ü-Tsang Great Minister. There was a saying that went, 'Visitors do not come with good intentions and those with good intentions do not visit.' For Dalun Ruozan to walk out at this moment could not mean anything good.


"Great Minister, don't come if you've only come to speak pleasantries."


Wang Chong chose to speak first, his voice resounding through the surroundings.


"Young Master, long time no see."


Dalun Ruozan had a leisurely look on his face, beaming as he slowly waved his feather fan.


Wang Chong felt his heart give a fierce thump as he saw the look on Dalun Ruozan's face. For someone to be so easygoing after the heavy casualties inflicted in this battle was definitely strange.


"Great Minister is in a rather good mood!" Wang Chong said emotionlessly.


"Haha, Young Master also spent these last few days very peacefully!"


Dalun Ruozan was all smiles, his expression growing more and more relaxed.


"I truly wish to hide nothing from you. Today, this minister has come to tell Young Master one thing."


"Oh?"


A pensive look appeared on Wang Chong's face.


"Great Minister is truly in a carefree and leisurely mood!"


"Haha, Young Master, do not misunderstand. This minister actually quite admires Young Master."


The happiness on Dalun Ruozan's face grew increasingly evident, but the feather fan in his hand was waving ever more slowly.


"Whether it's Lion City or this city of steel, Young Master's foresight and talent truly leave a deep impression. I see that Young Master came prepared, but this minister wishes to ask, has Young Master prepared enough water?"


With this final question, Dalun Ruozan put away his fan and grinned.


Bzzt!


Wang Chong's pupils constricted as his complexion paled.


And the distant Dalun Ruozan had already retreated, leaving behind only a sonorous laughter that echoed through the battlefield.


On the summit, Wang Chong stood unmoving, a grim expression on his face. Gentle breezes caressed his body, all of them ice-cold.


Old Eagle walked out from the rear and anxiously asked, "Young Master, what's wrong?"


He discovered it!


This was the only thought left in Wang Chong's mind.


There was one massive flaw in Wang Chong's plan, and one that he could never fill no matter what he did: water. Rainfall was scarce in the southwest, and a torrential rain like the one from a few days ago was extremely rare.


But the food and water of nearly one hundred thousand soldiers was a problem that had to be addressed.


A water source was different from steel walls. Wang Chong could transport steel walls, but he couldn't transport a water source. And in order to deal with the Tibetans and Mengshe Zhao, Wang Chong had chosen this mountain as the site of the decisive battle, but this made it even more difficult for Wang Chong to obtain a source of water.


He could not address this deficiency no matter what he did.


Wang Chong had done his utmost to conceal this flaw, but in the end, Dalun Ruozan had still managed to realize it!


Standing under the banner, Wang Chong suddenly ordered, "Call Sir Zhang Shouzhi over."


"Young Master."


Zhang Shouzhi arrived faster than he had expected, bowing to Wang Chong's back. Zhang Shouzhi's complexion was still pale, but his condition had still much improved after being forced into sleep.


In addition, Wang Chong had given him pills that could strengthen his body and supplement his vitality, which had also proved useful.


After a long period of silence, Wang Chong said, "Sir Zhang, how much water do we still have left? How much did Xu Qiqin prepare for us, and how long can the army last with it?"


"Lady Xu has already done her best to prepare for us a large number of water bags. But water is a very special thing and cannot be transported like armaments. In addition, we arrived here in advance and, as Young Master ordered, dug out many water-storing pools on the summit. We managed to collect a good deal of water from that downpour.


"In addition, Young Master had us arrive here in advance, and we managed to excavate a water source nearby, prepared before the battle. Thus, our water situation is actually rather decent.


"In addition, we stole quite a few water bags from the Mengshe Zhao camp in the night raid.


"However, the amount of water consumed by eighty to ninety thousand soldiers is no small sum. No matter how much water we could have stored up, it would still be a cup of water being used to put out a burning cart, utterly insufficient," Zhang Shouzhi explained.


Only he and Wang Chong knew the water situation for this army of ninety thousand, with everyone else unaware. This was for the express purpose of avoiding a panic. Water was not like food. Although it seemed insignificant, one had to use water every day.


One had to use it to make food, and drink it every day, as did the horses.


Without ample supplies of water, the army would encounter difficulties even more fatal than a lack of provisions. Crucially, by choosing this mountain as the site of the decisive battle, Wang Chong had foreordained that water would always be an innate and irreparable flaw.


He could have one or the other, but not both.


Dalun Ruozan had seized upon his lethal weakness.


"Tell me how long we can endure," Wang Chong calmly said.


"T-… twelve days!" Zhang Shouzhi said.


Wang Chong frowned and asked once more. "Just how long is it?"


Zhang Shouzhi hesitated before gritting his teeth and finally speaking the truth. "Ten, no, at most nine days!"


Old Eagle, Chen Shusun, and the guards and messengers on the summit all paled. A moment ago, when Dalun Ruozan had come to speak with Wang Chong, they had already realized that something was wrong.


But only when they realized that they only had water for nine days did all of them understand that the problem was far more severe than they had imagined.


The atmosphere on the summit instantly became extremely oppressive.


Yet the entire summit was quiet. Everyone kept their mouths shut, not daring to say too much.


"So, in nine days, they'll begin a large-scale attack?" Old Eagle worriedly said.


"It won't be nine days. In five, at most six days, they'll begin their attack. Dalun Ruozan won't wait for us to run completely out of water to begin his attack," Wang Chong sternly said.


Dalun Ruozan wouldn't wait that long, nor would Geluofeng. In five days, the army would begin to feel the strain from the lack of water, and these changes would be clearly expressed through the state of the army.


If they hadn't known about this beforehand, the army would have remained unaffected. But it was precisely because Dalun Ruozan knew this that he had sought a meeting with Wang Chong.


And by the sixth day, the situation would have worsened, and the morale of his soldiers would clearly be wavering. The amount of water allowed to horses and soldiers would rapidly decrease, and everyone would be able to feel this.


But Wang Chong would be forced into this course of action.


Because the moment he altered his plan and continued to consume water on a large scale, Dalun Ruozan would alter his plans and wait for the seventh day. If he believed that Wang Chong would continue, then he would wait another. At the very most, given the normal rate at which the Annan Protectorate army consumed water, he wouldn't even have to wait until the ninth day.


And the moment the army had no water, the only thing awaiting it would be death.


"Young Master, what if we begin water restrictions? We might be able to last for twelve days," Zhang Shouzhi ventured.


"There's no need!"


Wang Chong immediately rejected the proposal.


"If we alter the plan, morale will drop, and we won't even have to wait for day five. Dalun Ruozan will immediately begin the assault. In addition, have you forgotten our objective here?"


Old Eagle and Chen Shusun both shivered, immediately reacting.


Wang Chong had once told them that a war had both a tactical and strategic side. Tactically, their goal was to resist the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army and delay them here.


And strategically…


The result of this war was not merely decided by the outcomes of one or two battles. In Wang Chong's view, there was still one more factor that could decide the southwest war: the Imperial Court!


I wonder if Big Uncle or King Song have been able to do anything yet? Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


The Great Tang truly was on the decline, the long peace having caused it to slowly lose its initial sharpness. The current Great Tang, Wang Chong was sure, was definitely now facing troubles on all sides.


The Turks, Goguryeo, the Abbasid Caliphate, Charax Spasinu, and the kingdoms of the Western Regions—these were the Great Tang's past foes or potential foes, and they were all working with Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang to hold down the Great Tang's armies.


But the Great Tang was still the Great Tang, and the resources it had accumulated over the centuries were still there.


Wang Chong was confident that as long as he could delay the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army for a period of time, the Imperial Court would eventually dispatch reinforcements.


……


"How is it?"


Outside the Tibetan commander tent, everyone had gathered for a meeting. Dalun Ruozan and Geluofeng stood at the fore while Huoshu Huicang and Duan Gequan stood in the rear, and behind them were the other generals. Nearby, the mountain upon which the Great Tang was encamped loomed like a primordial beast, spanning their field of vision.


But everyone's eyes followed Dalun Ruozan's gaze to the smoke rising from the summit.


When the Great Tang army had its three meals each day, the commanders of both armies would promptly appear to observe the sight together. This had become one of the strange scenes in the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


"The number of cooking fires hasn't decreased at all. The Tang are still not implementing water restrictions!" Fengjiayi said on the side.


As a hostage of the Great Tang, he had lived in its capital for a time, so he had an understanding of all aspects of their culture, from the art of war to Confucian learning. Thus, he had also somewhat understood how to determine the number of cooking fires.


"This is a reflection of the wisdom of that son of the Wang Clan!"


Dalun Ruozan sighed. Putting aside their opposing standpoints, Dalun Ruozan actually felt a deep admiration and praise for Wang Chong. This was certainly a powerful foe, and if he were allowed to completely mature, not even Dalun Ruozan knew just how far he would go.


But it was precisely for this reason that Dalun Ruozan could not allow him to leave alive.


"The current Tang army has already has its doubts stirred by my words. If he begins to implement water restrictions now, he might be able to stretch his water for a little longer, but the army will definitely start to panic. And this will only grow more severe as time passes, resulting in an even worse outcome than if he didn't implement water restrictions."


"But will this way actually work?" Fengjiayi asked in surprise.


"Of course it won't."


Dalun Ruozan chortled.


"No matter what he does now, it's all useless. This is his lethal weakness. Not even if he were the smartest person in the world would he be able to do anything about it.


"Your Majesty, the moment you've waited for is coming. In at most seven days, we can begin the general offensive."


Geluofeng roared with laughter.
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The second day and the third day passed, Dalun Ruozan and Geluofeng spending every day watching. However, the number of cooking fires in the Annan Protectorate army remained the same. Yet the atmosphere was beginning to subtly change.


Just when Geluofeng and Dalun Ruozan believed that this would continue, the unexpected occurred on the fourth day.


Flapflap!


A massive pitch-black messenger bird landed in front of the Tibetan commander tent.


"News from the northeast!"


Dalun Ruozan glanced at the symbol on the bird's leg as he untied the message, a hint of confusion in his eyes. To the northeast of the Ü-Tsang Empire was naturally the Great Tang's Longxi.


We Tadra Khonglo and Dusong Mangpoje were currently stationed there, the two of them engaged in fierce battle against Geshu Han's Big Dipper Army.


We Tadra Khonglo was perfectly capable of holding down Geshu Han. The Big Dipper Army was definitely in a state where it could only defend, not counterattack. Dalun Ruozan didn't understand why he would be receiving any news from We Tadra Khonglo's side.


With a hint of confusion, Dalun Ruozan unfurled the message. Buzz! Dalun Ruozan instantly paled.


"What's happened?"


Huoshu Huicang walked up from behind.


"See for yourself."


Dalun Ruozan passed the missive to him. The paper had a very short message: Great Tang War God Wang Zhongsi had left the capital and was on his way to Longxi.


Huoshu Huicang instantly paled.


"This is a problem," Huoshu Huicang muttered to himself, an extremely grave look on his face.


If there was one person that everyone in the Ü-Tsang Empire feared, including the Tsenpo, it would have to be the Great Tang War God, Wang Zhongsi.


In Ü-Tsang's wars against the Great Tang in which Wang Zhongsi led the Tang armies, Ü-Tsang had almost always been dealt a heavy defeat and been forced to retreat. Even the King of Generals We Tadra Khonglo had suffered a bitter defeat at Wang Zhongsi's hands.


The Great Tang army led by Wang Zhongsi had even almost fought its way up to the plateau and occupied the royal capital.


When the news came out that Wang Zhongsi had entered the palace to be the Crown Prince's Junior Guardian, the entirety of the Ü-Tsang Empire had celebrated, everyone exhaling a deep sigh of relief.


To the Ü-Tsang Empire, the news that Wang Zhongsi was moving out was a veritable earthquake.


"We don't have much time left. The King of Generals won't be able to last for long," Dalun Ruozan said with a grimace.


There was one person in the Great Tang that Dalun Ruozan had no means of controlling, and that was Wang Zhongsi. This person's level completely surpassed Dalun Ruozan's abilities.


Although Dalun Ruozan had no desire to boost another's morale while diminishing his own, impartially speaking, We Tadra Khonglo was no match for Wang Zhongsi.


He had heard before that Wang Zhongsi had only entered the palace to be the Crown Prince's Junior Guardian because of some hidden disease. It was obvious now, however, that this had been erroneous information.


This was an ill omen for Ü-Tsang.


"Wang Zhongsi will need ten days at most to travel from the capital to Longxi. In other words, we only have ten days to completely annihilate the Annan Protectorate army and pacify the southwest."


"It seems like we'll have to move our operation up!" Huoshu Huicang solemnly intoned.


……


"Old Shi, do you still have water? Let me use your water bag."


Behind a high steel wall, a veteran soldier of the Annan Protectorate army licked his dry lips and stretched his hand out to the veteran at his side.


"I've got nothing, nothing…"


The old soldier turned his water bag over, the last drop of water within falling into his mouth.


"See, I don't even have enough for myself. If you want to drink some water, wait a couple of hours for them to send more down from above."


"I remember that our water wasn't this limited before," a voice butted in from the side. "Do you think what they're saying is true? Is the army really running out of water?"


The soldiers instantly fell silent, all of them looking at the soldier who had spoken.


"You're seeking death! What nonsense are you saying!"


A veteran kicked the guilty soldier onto the ground, but his eyes were fixed on the summit. Although he was doing his utmost to remain calm, even he felt an intense unease.


All around him was silence. None of them noticed that an air of unease was spreading over the army.


"Young Master, the situation isn't looking good," Old Eagle worriedly said as he peered down the mountain.


What everyone had worried about the most was taking place. Their water was running out, forcing them to implement water rationing. This alone wouldn't have done anything, but Dalun Ruozan's words had changed everything.


Even Old Eagle, ignorant in the art of war, could sense that the army's morale had begun to shift over the last few days. This was a very worrying sign.


"I know," Wang Chong indifferently said, his face devoid of emotion. What had happened had happened. Right now, he had to think about how to resolve this problem.


"Reporting! The enemy army is showing signs of activity."


A messenger suddenly charged up to the summit and kneeled to the ground.


Buzz! Everyone began to look down the mountain. The inactive Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had suddenly begun to mobilize, tens of thousands of soldiers surging in from all directions, dust roiling and banners flying as they came with a truly astonishing momentum.


And those mountainous elephants standing out from the army were particularly frightening.


"Not good!"


Old Eagle instantly paled.


"The Tibetans are going to attack."


"Pass on my order. The entire army should stand ready."


Wang Chong's cool voice was particularly clear in the chaos, and his order was completely passed down the mountain. Bong! With this heaven-shaking strike of a war drum, the army stretching from the summit of the mountain to the base became somber and stern.


Clangclangclang!


A clattering of metal could be heard from below. With the two commanders of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army as the center, blazing and dazzling lights began to ripple out to spread over the entire army.


Thousands of halos of all kinds began to fill the army's field of vision.


This was an unprecedented large-scale operation of the united Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. Hundreds of thousands of soldiers were about to attack together, their momentum like a heaven-reaching wave. This formed a stark contrast with the silent Tang ranks on the mountain.


But even though the mountain was silent, the atmosphere was only growing more fraught with tension.


Each Annan Protectorate army soldier was tightly grasping his weapon, an extremely grave expression on his face.


"Chong-er!"


On the summit, as Wang Chong solemnly observed the situation down below, a voice rang out at his ear.


"Father!"


With a start, Wang Chong immediately responded, subconsciously turning to that tall and mighty figure. By using a sound transmission ability, his father was perfectly capable of speaking to him with his back turned.


"In a little while, when the battle begins, leave Huoshu Huicang and Duan Gequan to me and Protector-General Xianyu. Don't move, and don't approach. Opponents on this level are not people you can deal with," Wang Yan said, his voice infused with a few different meanings.


From the moment they arrived at this mountain, Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong had observed the battle like two bystanders, passing almost all their authority to Wang Chong. But this time… their demeanor had clearly changed.


"Your child understands." Wang Chong nodded, his heart extremely heavy. It was clear that even his father and Xianyu Zhongtong had felt that the situation had gone sour. There were no probes and no signs of contempt. Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao were prepared to utilize their full strength to exterminate them.


And they had chosen the moment when the Great Tang army was running short of water, its morale beginning to fall.


Rumble!


Dust stirred. While the Tang army stood ready for combat, to the southeast, southwest, east, west, north… in all directions around the mountain, one valiant figure began to appear after the other, all of them exuding a storm of energy.


Old Eagle took a step forward and blurted out, "It's Longqinba!"


"No, there's also Fengjiayi, Duan Yangyan…" Chen Shusun said.


As they looked on, figure after figure began to appear at the base of the mountain. Longqinba, Fengjiayi, Duan Yangyan, Ciren Xiangxiong, Tumi Sangzha… and there were also the generals of Mengshe Zhao, the fierce generals of Ü-Tsang. All of them were in high spirits as they emerged from the roiling dust, followed by tens of thousands of soldiers.


All the generals of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had finally appeared, completely shrouding the Great Tang army in an invisible energy!
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Although nothing had yet occurred, a massive pressure instantly began to descend.


From the start of this battle, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had always only sent one, two, or three generals. Never had they engaged in a large-scale commitment of their generals, until now.


Longqinba, Fengjiayi, Duan Yangyan, Ciren Xiangxiong, Tumi Sangzha… in the previous battles, these people on their own had been able to pose a large problem to the Great Tang. Now, all of them had appeared to participate in the general offensive together.


Winds would portend a storm, and by now, even the slowest person would have been able to tell that a fierce battle would be taking place today.


Rumble!


In a roiling cloud of dust, a flood of steel approached the southern face of the mountain, with two exceptionally striking figures riding in front.


"Young Master Wang, have you solved your water problem?"


A hearty laugh came from the foot of the mountain. Dalun Ruozan, seated on a Tibetan steed, raised his head to the summit, his face all smiles. If there was one thing he could tell, it was that the Tang morale was extremely poor.


Wang Chong had used all sorts of methods to compel Dalun Ruozan to an extremely rare state, but in the end, he had still allowed his weak point to be discovered.


"Young Master, don't speak with him."


Even Old Eagle could sense that Dalun Ruozan harbored no good intentions by requesting to speak with Wang Chong at this time.


"It's fine."


Wang Chong waved his hand. His originally focused expression actually broke into a smile at Dalun Ruozan's words.


"Great Minister, I knew that you would attack today. Let's make a bet. How many people do you think Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao will lose this time?"


Wang Chong smiled as he walked up in front of the banner.


"On the first day, Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao lost nearly one hundred thousand people. Great Minister, take a guess. Once this battle ends, how many more of your people will be killed? I wager that half of your army will die here. What about you?"


As he spoke, he slowly extended a figure and coldly gestured out a large circle over the army gathered at the base.


Buzz!


The Tibetans did not react to these words, as they could not understand them, but the Mengshe Zhao soldiers could. A restlessness moved through their army as all the soldiers paled, the atmosphere clearly taking a turn.


Wang Chong's words might have been only a mere threat to other people, but to the Mengshe Zhao, it was a very real warning. Because amongst those nearly one hundred thousand soldiers that had died on the first day, eighty percent were Mengshe Zhao soldiers.


To these people, Wang Chong's words were not something as simple as a threat meant to scare.


"Haha, Young Master has a good tongue!"


Dalun Ruozan waved his feather fan, but a nearly imperceptible glint flashed through his eyes. He had to admit that not even he could have imagined Wang Chong to use such a move.


"However, what use is it for Young Master to have a good tongue? Young Master ended up being too clever for your own good. You intentionally chose this place to commence the final battle, but in the end, you were only digging your own grave."


"Great Minister, don't you feel that you are saying these words too early?"


Wang Chong's eyes froze for a moment, and then he gave a cold chuckle.


"Whose grave this is should wait until after the battle."


"Hah, it's fine as long Young Master still has some confidence. The rest of my words are not meant for you."


Dalun Ruozan turned his gaze toward another place. At this sight, Wang Chong only laughed.


"Wang Yan, Xianyu Zhongtong, this is the last chance. Surrender?"


Dalun Ruozan's voice echoed through the battlefield.


The battlefield was quiet for a moment. Finally, Wang Yan's voice rang out, concise and to the point, leaving no leeway. "There's no need for Great Minister to waste your strength in vain. Begin the battle!"


"Hmph, as you wish!"


With a snort, Dalun Ruozan turned his horse, riding off to the rear in a trail of dust.


"Begin!"


With this icy order, the rows of yak horns began to unleash their mournful blares into the sky. In this tense air filled with fierce gusts and roiling dust, the first assault was not that of the Tibetan or Mengshe Zhao cavalry, but a massive stone.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


Stone after massive stone whistled as they hurtled through the air, leaving behind trails, before smashing into the mountain. Rumble! Dust stirred as the metal walls were dented or even smashed out of the ground by these boulders.


"Careful!"


Shrill shouts echoed across the mountain as the Annan Protectorate army attempted to avoid the boulders.


"Kiiiill!"


As the massive boulders smashed down, the entire Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army began to attack. Crash! Large metal shields began to appear within the dust, glimmering with a cold luster.


The Whitestone Corps, which had lost seventy percent of its forces in that first engagement, had once more appeared. All their forces were invested in this assault, even the injured Duan Wuzong.


His body was covered in bandages and his breathing was unsteady, but his eyes were exceptionally bright and energetic.


"All soldiers, advance. Anyone who dares to retreat will be immediately executed.


"Anyone who kills five Tang soldiers will be awarded the rank of hundred-man commander. Anyone who kills ten Tang soldiers will be awarded the rank of thousand-man commander and ten thousand taels of gold!!"


……


Duan Wuzong's hoarse voice cut through the battlefield while the halos under his feet began to expand.


Biaaaah!


To the southeast, the elephants angrily trumpeted as they followed close behind the Whitestone Corps, the Mengshe Zhao infantry protecting them as they charged.


If one looked carefully, they would notice flashes of golden light from the metal covers around the ears of the elephants.


In the battle several days ago, the White Elephants Corps had lost more than two hundred elephants to the roars of Wang Chong's forces and several thousand soldiers to the berserk charges of the elephants.


To deal with the Tang, the Mengshe Zhao army had crafted these exquisite metal covers to help the elephants defend against sonic attacks.


All of this had been the idea of Dalun Ruozan.


And from the southwest, Mengshe Zhao soldiers equipped in armor of gold and white were charging forward. These soldiers were more powerful than the average soldiers in terms of both morale and cultivation, even on par with the soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army on the mountain. And their armor itself had was of superb quality.


Only Mengshe Zhao's Dragon Son Corps, led by Crown Prince Fengjiayi, could be equipped with such excellent armor. This entire corps was made up of specially-chosen elites, and a portion of it were members of Mengshe Zhao's Royal Guard.


These soldiers were under the direct command of Geluofeng. Even Fengjiayi had to obtain Geluofeng's approval before using them.


With the start of this battle, Geluofeng had finally allowed Fengjiayi to command his most elite troops.


"All troops, hear my command. Until my order is received, no one is allowed to act rashly."


Fengjiayi was fully equipped, and his eyes fixed on the summit were blazing with a fierce fighting intent.


Come, Wang Chong! Today, this will be where your bones are buried.


Fengjiayi's heart blazed with the flames of war. Never had Fengjiayi so ardently hoped to destroy an opponent. This was not for the sake of the slain Jiaosiluo, but for himself.


In this battle, Wang Chong had outshone him far too much. If he could not surpass his opponent, the best method was to completely destroy him.


The northeast, the northwest, the south, the north… Ciren Xiangxiong, Longqinba, Duan Hengdao, and the rest of the Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang generals began to attack.


Tens of thousands of soldiers formed a vast and endless sea behind them, completely surrounding the mountain.


Clangclangclang! Countless war halos began to spread out from the feet of these generals to the rest of the army.


"All generals, take up your positions and prepare to attack."


On the summit, Wang Chong's voice remained cool and composed in the blustery winds. As his order was passed down the mountain, the generals of the Annan Protectorate army began to arrange themselves like chess pieces scattered over the mountain.


If one looked down from the sky, they would discover that the disposition of the Tang generals was like that of the stars in the sky.


The Myriad Stars Formation was an extremely powerful formation from Wang Chong's last life. By connecting the generals in the army at various crucial places together, it could form a sturdy fortress.


This method could allow the generals to display the most power and spread this power to the entire army.


This formation had never appeared before in this era, and Wang Chong had not been given sufficient time to properly train these generals. However, this rough variation of the Myriad Stars Formation was enough to push the fighting power of the army to a whole new level.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


The dazzling halos like fierce flames began to cover the mountain. Only a few moments later, these two armies smashed against each other like mighty waves.


Rumble! No one could have ever described the moment those armies clashed. The earth quaked and the mountain shuddered, causing many rocks to roll down its sides.


"Kiiiill!"


"Kiiiill!"


……


The first wave was not led by the Whitestone Corps, but the White Elephant Corps. Biaaaah! The army parted as an Erhai elephant eight or nine meters high, its ears flapping, moved its heavy feet like they were weightless and charged up the mountain slope.


Bang! A metal wall weighing six or seven thousand jin was grabbed by the long elephant nose and flung down the slope as if it weighed nothing.


Dingdingding! Hook after hook flew out and latched onto a distant metal wall. Ten-some Tibetan cavalry swiftly turned around and began to pull. Boom! The wall was felled amid flying dust, and the Mengshe Zhao soldiers who had been waiting for so long charged into the gap.


And in the entire army, the sharpest of all was Longqinba. Buzz!A scimitar shrilly cut through the air, leaving behind screams and severed limbs wherever if passed. Even a hardy metal wall had a piece cut out of it by that harsh scimitar.


Longqinba's abilities had reached an inconceivable level. Wherever he went, his surroundings were transformed into a living hell.


"Hahaha, this is all the so-called Great Tang amounts to!"


Longqinba coldly snorted as he strode up the mountain. His steps were slow, but they were extremely steady, as if nothing in the world could stop him… until Longqinba encountered that individual.
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Bang!


A massive halberd landed on the mountain, this simple action seeming to carry with it an enormous power. Even Longqinba had to raise an eyebrow.


"Longqinba, we meet again."


A low voice came from up the mountain. That person's hair flapped in the wind, and his face, which seemed to be chiseled from stone, was embedded with two eyes that seemed as deep as the sea.


"Sun Liuyue!"


Longqinba's expression sank as he halted his steps.


This person was dressed in an armor completely different from the rest of the Annan Protectorate army. It was simple and thick, with nothing special about it besides its weight.


In truth, this person was not a member of the Annan Protectorate army.


Wang Yan had several generals under his command different from regular generals. They had no rank or title, but their status in the army was above even Chen Shusun.


Sun Liuyue was one of these generals. He was not only one of Wang Yan's personal guards, but also a retainer of the Wang Clan. Back when Wang Yan entered the army, the patriarch of the Wang Clan, Duke Jiu, had arranged for Sun Liuyue to be at Wang Yan's side.


These people were all experts that had been selected from the best soldiers, and they rarely left Wang Yan's side. They were like his shadow.


When Wang Yan was not present, they could substitute for him and oversee the entire army to deal with any sudden surprises.


During the siege of Lion City, Longqinba had been nigh unstoppable. Only Sun Liuyue had been able to check his brash assault.


"Annoying fool!"


Longqinba's eyes narrowed as he instantly charged forward, scimitar swinging. The moment he charged forward, a light flashed, and a massive shadow that seemed like a demonic god appeared behind him.


……


"It's finally my turn."


While the two armies were engaged in their bitter clash, a short yet valiant figure appeared at the back of the mountain. Tumi Sangzha looked up at that waterfall of caltrops descending from the summit, a strange smile appearing on his lips.


Boom!


With a thought, Tumi Sangzha suddenly stomped forward, and an invisible ripple spread out from his feet.


The scene on the mountain slope suddenly changed. Hundreds of metal men stood up from the waterfall of caltrops and swiftly began to clean up their surroundings.


Bangbangbang! These metal men picked up caltrop after caltrop and threw them down the mountain, working with incredible speed.


Buzz!


Tumi Sangzha looked around, his eyes quickly locking onto two nearby metal walls. His fingers spread apart as he began his summoning.


"Rise for me!"


Roar!


The two metal walls began to twist and roar. Two metal giants rose up like prehistoric beasts and began to crawl up the mountain.


With these two metal giants, the clean-up proceeded even more quickly.


"Once this path is cleared up, it will serve as the best place for the cavalry to charge up!"


Tumi Sangzha grimly laughed as he looked up the mountain. With both sides engaged in battle, now was the best opportunity to clean up the caltrops. The Great Minister's plan was not merely to defeat them in a head-on confrontation on the battlefield.


Leaving the metal men to their task, Tumi Sangzha began to quickly make his way up the mountain.


……


This was a battle of unprecedented scale. Purely in terms of military strength, it far surpassed any previous battle. The dense ranks of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army crashed forward like giant waves.


The one hundred thousand soldiers of the Whitestone Corps had once madly assailed this summit, but the number of soldiers this time was even greater than that.


Each soldier of the Annan Protectorate army was under incredible pressure. The outermost soldiers might have been equipped with large shields, but these shields were trembling like drops of water, the fast and furious attacks almost causing their bones to shatter.


Besides this, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army were also clearing up the metal walls, slowly shrinking the space in which the Annan Protectorate army could operate. The situation was turning more and more against the Tang.


"It's about time."


Wang Chong looked down from the summit at the battlefield. Although the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army was proceeding with a vicious momentum, everything was still under his control.


Boom!


Just when the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army was pressing closer and closer, Wang Chong's eyes flashed and he took a step forward. Boom! This step seemed to set the mountain shaking as an invisible energy began to spread down the sides of the mountain to cover the battlefield.


Wang Chong had finally unleashed the strongest halo in his body, the Bane of the Battlefield. Buzz! Invisible ripples began to extinguish the halos of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers like so many candles, all of them greatly dimming.


Buzz!


In mere moments, the tens of thousands of Tibetan and Mengshe Zhao soldiers on the mountain suddenly had their cultivation drop an entire level. And right when Wang Chong unleashed the Bane of the Battlefield Halo…


"Attack!"


The defensive Annan Protectorate army chose to attack. Twangtwangtwang! Deafening booms filled the air. The first to strike was not the Tang infantry, but the Great Tang ballistae.


On flat terrain, it was basically impossible for ballistae to fire around the soldiers on the front lines. But their location on the mountain made this task much simpler.


Boomboomboom!


The dense quarters of the battlefield, with thousands of soldiers squeezed into one place, were the best place for the ballistae to gather their harvest. While the thick bolts covered in inscriptions were fired, at the front lines, a forest of pikes suddenly stabbed out from the chinks in the shield wall.


Squelchsquelchsquelch! In the past, the strength of these pikes would have been limited, but all the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang warriors were currently in a weakened state.


The sharp pikes were able to plunge through their Stellar Energy barriers and into their bodies, raising them high into the air and flinging them away. Thwish, thwish, thwish… In a few short moments, the forest of pikes had thrust out and in several times. They emerged from the shield wall shining bright and retracted painted in dark red.


The ground in front of the shield wall was soon littered with corpses.


These valiant Mengshe–Ü-Tsang warriors who had been so formidable just moments before were now punctured as easily as cloth bags. In addition, while the shield soldiers had been under enormous pressure before, they now felt the severe weakening of the enemy attacks, allowing them to quickly harden up their lines.


"Axemen, move out!"


Suddenly, furious roars rose from the front lines as massive axes began to fly through the air, smashing into the sea of Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers.


At this same moment, the earth quaked as stalwart figures suddenly charged out of the Tang ranks like ferocious beasts, slamming into the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang ranks.


"Die for me!"


The muscular figures of the Tang axemen advanced through the enemy ranks with fierce expressions on their faces and veins bulging out of their skin. Their excellent and sturdy armor and the inscribed axes in their hands allowed them to easily hew through the enemy ranks.


"Aaaaah!"


Screams filled the air as the Tibetan and Mengshe Zhao soldiers were cut down like stalks of wheat. A few Mengshe Zhao soldiers were even cleaved in two by the giant axes, their bodies falling both to the left and the right.


Amongst all infantry, axemen had always been the strongest, and they were always selected from the cream of the crop. An axeman was always at True Martial Tier 6 at the minimum, and with the massive debuff inflicted on the enemy army by Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield, these axemen proved even more effective.


In an army, axemen had incredible offensive power, always used for a vigorous push to break the enemy formation when the situation was looking unfavorable.


Boom boom boom!


To the southeast, southwest, northwest… in every direction, the army that had once held the advantage began to crumble. None of the soldiers were able to put up any resistance.


"This, this… What's going on here?"


"How could their strength change so quickly!"


"What sort of power could have this large a range!"


……


The transformation on the battlefield had shocked everyone. This was not the first time Wang Chong had used the Bane of the Battlefield Halo, but this was the first time that it was on a battlefield of many tens of thousands, allowing it to produce never-before-seen results.


Even a fool would be able to notice that the Bane of the Battlefield was affecting the entire mountain and perhaps even beyond its boundaries.


"Great Minister, what do we do?"


People began to turn toward Dalun Ruozan at the base of the mountain.


"There's no need to worry. Such a large halo must have extremely large costs. Pass on my order to continue the assault!" Dalun Ruozan pronounced with a wave of his hand.


Although he didn't know how Wang Chong had managed it, in Dalun Ruozan's view, there was only one thing in this world that could inflict such a large-scale debuff on the enemy army's halos, and that was another halo.


But every halo required a consumption of energy. The more people it encompassed, the more energy it consumed. Given the massive range Wang Chong's halo covered, Dalun Ruozan was confident that it would quickly sap the user of all his energy.


More importantly, in this sort of battle, the strongest halo or the strongest existence could not achieve much against an army of hundreds of thousands.


If Huoshu Huicang alone could win a war, what did they need all the other soldiers for?


But Dalun Ruozan quickly realized that his judgment was wrong.


Neigh!


As countless people looked on, a fierce cry arose from the summit. A divine steed with snow-white hooves appeared under the banner, a beanstalk in its mouth.


And the erect figure on the back of this horse was like the sun in the sky, attracting everyone's gaze.


At this moment, Wang Chong appeared like a handsome god looking down from the heavens.
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Buzz!


The air trembled as a Halo of Thorns began to spread from under the feet of the White-hoofed Shadow, pouring down from the summit like a flood to expand over the army. This strange Halo of Thorns began to buff the various shield soldiers, axemen, and archers, instantly raising the strength of the Annan Protectorate army.


Even Dalun Ruozan could tell that the Tang army had clearly become much stronger, exuding a brand-new aura.


One halo weakened the enemy soldiers while the other halo strengthened his own. Even Dalun Ruozan couldn't help but widen his eyes in shock.


"What sort of halo is this!"


Dalun Ruozan was mentally shocked by something else.


For a normal halo to buff one of strength, dexterity, or speed was already decent enough, but Wang Chong could simultaneously buff all three.


In these circumstances, in this terrain, the eighty to ninety thousand soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army could defend the mountain so tightly that nothing would be able to make it through.


"Send an order to Duan Yangyan. Have him use his elephants to immediately shatter their formation!"


Dalun Ruozan's eyes narrowed as he swiftly issued this order.


Wang Chong had many secrets. In Dalun Ruozan's experience, a halo that covered such a large area could only be possessed by a Great General, but Wang Chong was clearly no Great General.


And besides that, this sort of halo that could simultaneously raise strength, dexterity and speed was no ordinary technique. It would be extremely rare in any empire, and even the most illustrious Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple of Ü-Tsang did not have many such techniques.


"In addition, the division of giants that the Abbasid Caliphate helped us train should have arrived. It's their turn to move out!"


With these final words, Dalun Ruozan's gaze turned extremely dark.


Ü-Tsang and the Abbasid Caliphate had begun to work together very early on. In addition, their collaboration was far from restricted to that black kerosene. The division of giants was one of the fruits of their alliance.


Roar!


A roar came from the distant horizon—brutal, cruel, wild, and imbued with a desire to maim and massacre. It was so loud that it sounded like a peal of thunder, so loud that it even drowned the sounds of fighting and the blares of the elephants.


The earth rumbled as if a great army was approaching from the distance.


This turmoil attracted everyone's notice, including that of Wang Chong on the summit.


"This is…"


Wang Chong slightly narrowed his eyes, a hint of confusion appearing within them. The Great Tang had been fighting with Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang for some time, so each side had a general understanding of all the soldiers each side could put into play.


But Wang Chong could guarantee that he had never felt this sort of energy before.


Buzz!


Upon clearly making out that thing appearing on the horizon, even Wang Chong had to widen his eyes.


A group of giant figures had suddenly appeared on the horizon. The reason he thought of them as 'figures' and not 'soldiers' was that Wang Chong had never before seen 'humans' with such massive bodies.


The bodies of these 'creatures' were all incredibly muscular, and even more astonishing was their height. All of them were six to seven meters tall, three to four times taller than a normal person.


Their skin was pitch-black, their expressions vicious, contorted, and ugly, and the thick plate armor covering their bodies was itself dreadful to behold. However, there was no doubt that they were humans.


"Aaaaah!"


"Get out of the way! Hurry!"


Screams began to fill the air, not from the Tang soldiers, but from the distant Tibetan warriors. When these giants appeared, their wild and brutal aura made even the well-trained highland steeds whinny in fright. All of the Tibetans began to flee out of the path of these giants.


As the giants approached, the Tibetans parted like waves, or like a flock urged on by a shepherd. Although these giants were wearing plate armor that must have weighed around a thousand jin and were wielding crude maces, cudgels, spears, and shields, all of them were running at a speed that could outrun warhorses.


"What sort of monster is this?"


Chen Shusun's eyes were twitching in shock. Though he had fought with the Tibetans for more than a month, he had never seen a monster appear amongst the Tibetan ranks. These could not be humans, only human-shaped monsters.


Although these monsters were still a distance away, the cruel and bloodthirsty aura that preceded them caused even Chen Shusun's heart to madly beat in fear. These soldiers had no place in a regular battle.


"They're from Sindhu!"


Although the monsters were still very far away, Wang Chong could tell at a glance from their pitch-black skin that they had once been part of the impoverished people of Sindhu.


Connecting this fact to their massive constitutions caused a name to instantly emerge in Wang Chong's mind.


"The Skyquaking Army!"


Wang Chong muttered this name to himself.


In all of human history, whether here or in any other parallel universe, blood vessels and skeletal structures restricted the average human to a height of two meters.


It was extremely rare for someone with a height between 2.2 to 2.4 meters like the Invincible Great General Li Siye to appear.


But this did not mean that monsters who were even larger and taller than Li Siye did not exist. At least in the history that Wang Chong knew of, a very special army had existed for a short time: the Skyquaking Army!


Wang Chong recalled that in the lands to the west, within the borders of the impoverished Sindhu, the Abbasid Caliphate and Ü-Tsang, which bordered Sindhu, worked together on a plan.


They dispatched people into Sindhu to find young and orphaned people of abnormal height. The Abbasid Caliphate and Ü-Tsang began to raise these people, feeding them all kinds of medicines and specially-treated eagle, tiger, lion, and elephant meat.


They had them cultivate an ancient technique from some waning religion while also constantly using special techniques to stimulate their acupuncture points, awakening their potential.


In the end, they succeeded in raising massive beings possessing limitless strength, which they called the 'Skyquaking Army'.


It was rumored that each soldier of the Skyquaking Army was seven or eight meters tall, some of them even approaching ten meters. And the Arabs were constantly using ancient and secret techniques to strengthen them.


At the end, the soldiers of the Skyquaking Army were trained so that they could rely purely on their innate strength to fight against experts of the Profound Martial realm, even the Imperial Martial realm. It was like they had been trained through a system completely different from the martial arts system currently used by everyone else.


Wang Chong had never seen the soldiers of the so-called Skyquaking Army, but he had heard many rumors about them. And in all the earth, everyone only treated the 'Skyquaking Giants' like a joke, a complete and utter joke.


After all, people could not grow that tall.


But Wang Chong was different. Many years after the Battle of Talas, he had gotten to know several soldiers of the Anxi Protectorate army who had served under Gao Xianzhi and fled that battle. Based on what they said, when Gao Xianzhi battled with the Abbasid Caliphate, the soldiers of the Skyquaking Army had been amongst the ranks of the Abbasid Caliphate army, and the soldiers of Anxi had even battled with them…


But because Gao Xianzhi was already losing the battle at the time, the Skyquaking Army and Skyquaking Giants raised by the Abbasid Caliphate had only appeared for a brief moment, and very few people knew of them.


The soldier of the Anxi Protectorate that Wang Chong had met disappeared soon after their meeting, so Wang Chong had never been able to verify the rumor.


Thus, Wang Chong couldn't provide any more information than this.


But Wang Chong had never imagined that the Skyquaking Army would appear here.


The Tibetans really are working with the Arabs, and they even collaborated on this 'Skyquaking Army' plan. In addition, the prime conspirator working with the Arabs is actually Dalun Ruozan!


Wang Chong's mind was in turmoil. Never had he imagined that he would meet the premature form of the Skyquaking Giants here. They had appeared far earlier than their rumored first appearance.


Dalun Ruozan truly is like Geluofeng. Both are incredibly ambitious and both have been making plans for a long time. Even without Geluofeng, Dalun Ruozan would still have sent out soldiers. This Skyquaking Army is the reinforcements they had prepared on the plateau. In my last life, the Annan Protectorate army was wiped out at Erhai, but things are completely different in this life…


On the summit, Wang Chong continued to think.


His interference had caused the southwestern war to follow a completely different track from his last life. First it was the sturdy Lion City by the Erhai, leading to a month-long siege.


After that was the 'steel fortress' he had erected on this mountain, yet another barrier that the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army would have to overcome and could not ignore.


Events had developed far beyond their original trajectory.


The Arabian Kerosene had appeared, as had the Skyquaking Army in its initial stages and the siege weapons… Not even Wang Chong was sure how the southwestern war would progress.


More importantly, Wang Chong knew why Dalun Ruozan had dispatched this army…


Because both the elephants from the forests of Erhai and the Skyquaking Giants relied on their fleshly strength to fight.


Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield Halo was useless against the Erhai elephants and Skyquaking Giants.


Biaaaah!


With a heaven-shaking blare, the first to strike was not the distant and dreadful figures of the Skyquaking Giants, but the nearby Erhai elephants with their extremely long tusks.


Boom!


Two steel walls and the Tang soldiers behind them were flung into the air. Two Erhai elephants, eight to nine meters high and enclosed in white plate armor, led the charge up the mountain, accompanied by countless Tibetan and White Elephant Corps soldiers.


In the distance, even more Erhai elephants were trumpeting as they approached, their trunks raised into the air as they stirred up large clouds of dust in their charge. Duan Yangyan had changed up his plans. This time, his White Elephant Corps had no intention of dragging away the metal walls. Its goal was to knock them down and open a path for the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.



                                                                        Chapter 606: The Decisive Battle! The Dragon Son Corps! 

                                                                                



Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




The most terrifying thing about these Erhai elephants was that they remained completely unaffected by the debuff effect of the Bane of the Battlefield. At this very moment, they had become the sharp tool utilized by the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army to break the Tang lines.


Biaaaah!


Two elephants shrilly blared as their giant feet slammed down on the Tang soldiers like descending mountains.


"Aaaaah!"


Fear spread across the faces of all of the Annan Protectorate army soldiers, for their resistance was insignificant against the impervious and overpowering elephants.


As that heavy foot crashed down, the Tang soldiers had no time to dodge, and even their armor crumpled with them as they were smashed into pulp.


Biaaaah! The elephant raised its trunk high as it rampaged unstoppably through the Tang ranks.


Roar!


Suddenly, a sonic attack struck. The massive energy contained within this voice jolted aside the metal covers, allowing the sound to explode in the elephant's mind.


Right when the elephant raised its head in fright, a metal halberd flew through the air and pierced into the elephant's eye, embedding itself deep into its skull. The elephant's legs went soft as it crashed into the ground, blood gushing out from its punctured eye.


Although they possessed a powerful vitality and enormous strength, beasts were not humans, and the intelligence of elephants was far beneath that of humans. Against human experts, it was still easily felled by a single strike.


"Axemen, cut down the guards on the elephants!"


The middle of the mountain was in chaos. A fully-armored general bellowed this order, his eyes red with madness. The Annan Protectorate army had never been in such a perilous situation before. The lives of more than eighty thousand soldiers were holding on by a single thread. If they could not stop this wave of attacks, the entire army would be wiped out.


In order to stop this attack, all the generals invested all their energy.


"Kill the elephant guards!"


Bangbang! Two soldiers of the White Elephant Corps, struck by whirling axes, dropped down from the head of an elephant. Soon after, two Tang soldiers as nimble as apes began to climb up the elephant's nose! Sploosh! Two sharp swords stabbed into the eyes of the elephant.


"Seize them!"


"Damn it, don't let them escape!"


Sabers and spears madly stabbed down from the elephant's head at the Tang soldiers, but those Tang soldiers had already rolled back down the elephant's corpse and vanished.


Five days had been enough for Dalun Ruozan and the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army to think of many ways to protect the elephants against the Tang attacks, but Wang Chong had also had ample time to think of methods to deal with the elephants. Killing the elephant guards was one of these methods.


Rumble!


In this fierce melee, dust suddenly began to rise from the southeast as a massive boom rang out. When the battle was at its most intense, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang forces in the southeast retreated without warning. All the Tang soldiers were caught by surprise, but in the intense melee, their bodies dragged them forward in pursuit.


"Interesting—they're learning from me!"


At the summit, Wang Chong's eyes lit up as he saw this, a smile appearing on his face. Dalun Ruozan had actually taken the move he had used against the Mengshe Zhao army and used it against him, replaying this familiar scene before his eyes.


"Pass on my order. Transfer General Luo Ji to the southeast."


"Yes, your subordinate will go."


A messenger quickly stood up and left to deliver this order.


"Dalun Ruozan, if you want to use my methods to deal with me, you have to see who your opponent is."


A sneer crept onto Wang Chong's lips. Dalun Ruozan was truly formidable to have grasped this tactic in such a short time and to have successfully trained a group of soldiers in it, but his spear was still a far cry from breaking Wang Chong's shield.


Luo Ji's troops were extremely skilled in offense. If they had the smallest chance, they would immediately bite down and refuse to let go. If the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army dared to intentionally reveal a flaw before him, they would only be ruining themselves.


Wang Chong could tell at a glance that the level to which the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had trained this tactic was definitely not enough to deal with a general of Luo Ji's caliber.


It was like how a bag could cover a staff but couldn't cover a spear.


Withdrawing his gaze from the southeast, Wang Chong turned his attention to the north, where an army dressed in armor of gold and white was currently charging up the mountain. Not even the elites of the Annan Protectorate army were capable of stopping it.


The Dragon Son Corps was the most elite corps of Mengshe Zhao. Under the command of Crown Prince Fengjiayi, it was displaying a most terrifying offensive power. Even without the assistance of the other armies or the protection of the White Elephant Corps, it had already succeeded in piercing more than halfway through the Annan Protectorate army's lines.


Weapons, armor, strength… the Dragon Son Corps occupied the highest place in Mengshe Zhao. In terms of pure strength, neither the Annan Protectorate army nor the Tibetan armored cavalry were a match for the Dragon Son Corps.


Even Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield was much less effective against them, its debuff effects greatly limited.


The Dragon Son Corps was Mengshe Zhao's trump card. In the battle of Erhai, Geluofeng had drawn this sharp sword to shatter the defensive lines of the Annan Protectorate army in a single blow and deal Xianyu Zhongtong a crushing defeat.


In this mad assault of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, the greatest threat to the Tang did not come from Duan Yangyan's White Elephant Corps, but Fengjiayi's Dragon Son Corps.


To Wang Chong, the Dragon Son Corps was the claw of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army that he most desired to clip.


"Begin!"


Wang Chong turned his head to Lin Wushou.


"Your general will carry out the order!"


Lin Wushou gave a solemn bow before quickly leaving the summit.


……


"All soldiers, hear my order!


"Everyone only acts according to my orders. Those who disobey will be executed!"


……


A fierce blaze crackled in Fengjiayi's eyes, burning with an unprecedented fighting intent. His gaze seemed perpetually fixed on the summit, nothing else seeming to exist in his eyes except Wang Chong.


Kill him!


For Jiaosiluo, and for myself!


Fengjiayi's mind was in great turmoil. He was like an arrow fired from its bow, never stopping until it reached its target. The only thought in his mind was to kill Wang Chong.


"Crane Wing Formation! Advance at full speed!"


Fengjiayi unsheathed his sword, his entire body covered in blood as he strode over the corpses of Tang soldiers and continued to advance. Behind him, the armor on these corpses seemed to come to life, struggling free of their former owners and transforming into metal men.


Clang! Clang! Clang!


Fengjiayi stretched out a palm, and before any Tang soldiers could approach, the swords would be ripped out of their hands, the writhing of their armor causing them to fall screaming to the ground.


Rumble!


While Fengjiayi's Dragon Son Corps was boldly advancing, the stampeding of hooves and countless screams came from behind it.


Fengjiayi shivered as he turned around. A group of unknown cavalry had suddenly thrust into the side of his troops, cutting the Dragon Son Corps in two.


"Great Tang cavalry!"


Fengjiayi's pupils constricted, his entire body trembling in rage. In all these days battling with the Great Tang, Fengjiayi had never seen their cavalry.


This sudden strike from the Tang cavalry was like a needle stabbing into Fengjiayi's heart.


"Defensive retreat!!!"


His heart turning ice-cold, Fengjiayi let out the loudest order he had ever given in his life. An army divided in two had always been the most dangerous signal for any kind of soldier.


If the Great Tang succeeded in this move, half of the Dragon Son Corps would end up at the Great Tang's mercy. In that battle several days ago, Fengjiayi had personally witnessed what had happened to the eight thousand Tibetan cavalry that had ended up surrounded by the Great Tang.


If he could not promptly break out, the Dragon Son Corps would receive its greatest blow since its establishment.




Boom!


Nearly one hundred metal men led the charge, after which the whole of the Dragon Son Corps began a defensive retreat.


"Defensive retreat!"


"Defensive retreat!"


Fengjiayi had bellowed with all his might, but his order had come too late. Cries of war filled the air as a unit of Tang axemen came charging over, a wave of giant flying axes preceding them.


Axemen were the infantry with the most offensive power and were also the best kind of infantry for breaking defenses. Fengjiayi had never expected Wang Chong to bring these soldiers over to deal with him.


"Block them!!!"


Fengjiayi's eyes were wide in rage, a tension that he had never felt before gripping his body. But before his troops could even start working to stop the axemen, screams came from his front-left ranks as a unit of shield soldiers came charging out.


"Kiiiill!"


Their bellows shook the skies. The Annan Protectorate army which had been slowly giving ground suddenly reversed, soldiers charging in from all around, their weapons coldly gleaming. Not even Fengjiayi could tell just how many soldiers Wang Chong had prepared to kill him.


"Success!"


The elated cheer of a Great Tang general came from the chaos behind Fengjiayi. Turning, he saw that the Annan Protectorate army had worked with the cavalry to strike a thunderous blow through the Dragon Son Corps, successfully cutting off and encircling a part of it.


"Damn it, I've fallen for the trap!"


Fengjiayi was both furious and shocked, his vision seeming to go black. He had never imagined that Wang Chong would react so quickly and fiercely, leaving him no time to respond.


"That's what it means when they say that the hard is easy to break!"


Wang Chong only snorted as he watched his troops slowly retract around the Dragon Son Corps, his attention quickly turning elsewhere.


In the end, Fengjiayi was too young, and his understanding of the art of war was not even on the same level.


"If it were possible to unite the world solely through the strength of troops, shouldn't the Great Tang have already united the world? What need would it have for any military strategy?"


The fate of the Dragon Son Corps was set. There were more important things that Wang Chong needed to deal with.


"Careful!"


"All troops, stand ready. Focus on defense."


A nervous air hung over the base of the mountain, the Tang soldiers peering warily down the mountain. They gripped their weapons so tightly that the veins on their arms bulged out while cold sweat dripped from their brows. All of them could smell the thick scent of death.
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Roar!


Ruthless and beast-like roars came from down below. The earth rumbled, and the pounding steps seemed to be treading on the hearts of the Tang soldiers.


"Careful! They're coming!"


"Hold them! We can't let them break our defensive line!"


At the outermost edge of the front line, countless soldiers watched on as giant black silhouettes emerged out of the dust. Their hands were so tightly clenched that cold sweat was beginning to drip out.


After all this time, the giants of the Skyquaking Army had finally arrived.


Boom!


A metal rod as thick as a thigh swept down, the massive energy within it sending five or six Tang soldiers flying. Before any other soldiers could come to fill the gap, a massive arm rested on the edge of a steel wall and pushed the weighty object away.


"Asilan kedafeilu!


"Qie'erseilipa!"


……


A strange language emerged from the lips of the Skyquaking Giants as they charged up the mountain. Compared to their massive bodies, the soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army were insignificant ants.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


The giants wreaked havoc on their formations, steel walls, and shield barriers, none of which were able to withstand even a single blow.


"Aaaaah!"


The Great Tang soldiers were sent flying here and there, none of them able to hold down the giants or even slow their steps slightly.


Wherever the giants passed, the Tang were thrown into disarray…


"Old Eagle!"


As Wang Chong watched the Skyquaking Giants kill their way up the mountain, he suddenly spoke.


"Your subordinate understands!"


Without another word between them, Old Eagle unsheathed his Wootz Steel sword and looked behind him, his expression grave.


"Zhang Long, Zhao Hu, all of you, follow me."


Old Eagle mounted a horse and galloped down the mountain, the Black Dragon Bandit elites close behind.


The Skyquaking Giants were all equipped with thick and sturdy plate armor, forged through the collaboration of Ü-Tsang and the Abbasid Caliphate. In the entire army, the only weapons capable of cutting through this army were the Wootz Steel swords wielded by Wang Chong's subordinates.


Neigh!


Old Eagle's warhorse charged down the mountain, colliding with a Skyquaking Giant charging up from below. The massive impact caused Old Eagle and his horse to be flung into the sky, but Old Eagle flipped in the air and slashed down at the giant with his Wootz Steel sword.


"Owwww!"


A scream broke out of the giant's mouth, its mountainous figure staggering back down in retreat. Close by, an arm thicker than an adult's waist dropped to the ground, its stump gushing blood.


Old Eagle dropped back down, half-kneeling on the ground. As he looked at the severed arm, a smile crept onto his lips.


For a moment, all was silent. The bronze-colored eyes of all the giants around Old Eagle stared at him, or rather, at his sword. For the first time, they showed fear.


This was the first time they had seen something in the hands of these weak and puny humans that could injure them!


……


"It's seems like it's time for me to enter the field!"


At the base of the mountain, in the center of thousands of gazes, a tall and imposing figure smiled and suddenly began to stride forward. Boom! The earth quaked and dust plumed. The entire battlefield and the tens of thousands of soldiers fighting upon it all trembled at this single step, the earth seeming ready to sunder.


"This is…"


Sensing the frightening vibration behind him, Wang Chong narrowed his eyes, his heart beginning to madly thump. In the entire southwest, the number of people who possessed such a tyrannical aura could be counted on one hand.


And in that direction, Wang Chong could only think of one person.


"Huoshu Huicang!!"


Wang Chong turning his head to the southwest and quickly spotted that figure, who seemed to be standing at the center of the world. Other than that roar that had interrupted the sound attacks on the Erhai elephants, Huoshu Huicang had not engaged in a single attack in this battle. He had not shown any sort of technique or skill, until now…


Boom!


Merely by setting eyes on Huoshu Huicang, Wang Chong could feel a massive wave of pressure assailing him, sweeping over him. Even from this distance, Wang Chong could feel that incredibly oppressive aura. It was like a blazing fire that could explode with terrifying power at any moment.


Bzzt!


Though this was only a tiny bit of power, Wang Chong could clearly see a blue ray of energy soaring out from the top of Huoshu Huicang's head. This energy which seemed shapeless and yet physical at the same time was a sharp sword that threw the black clouds above him into turmoil.


"So powerful!"


Wang Chong's eyes widened, his mind experiencing an unprecedented pressure.


There were many legends about Huoshu Huicang.


Although there was no proof for many of these things, there was one thing that could be guaranteed: Huoshu Huicang was an Ü-Tsang Great General, one of the most elite experts, a Saint Martial realm expert. Although it was said in the Great Tang that Zhangchou Jianqiong was definitely the strongest of the powerhouses of the southwest, Huoshu Huicang was not far behind.


"Alas, Zhangchou Jianqiong isn't here."


Wang Chong's heart sank. His father's strength was definitely not enough to deal with Huoshu Huicang, and Xianyu Zhongtong was also no match for Duan Gequan. There was a still a gap between these two and the individuals at the Great General level.


Right now, the only things allowing the Annan Protectorate army to contend with the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army were the Great Tang's numerous generals and the power of formations.


This was the Great Tang's distinguishing feature in its foreign campaigns, and it was also the defensive measure the Great Tang used when confronting powerful foreign experts.


A familiar voice rang out at his ear. "Chong-er, no matter what happens next, you can't get close. This is our fight with Huoshu Huicang." Wang Yan's voice was calm and composed, imbued with a sort of understanding.


'Officials did not receive rewards and generals did not mind death.' This was a principle that every general needed to grasp before embarking on a foreign campaign. Huoshu Huicang was the strongest opponent Wang Yan had ever faced, and this was certainly not the first time the two had fought against each other. But no matter what, Wang Yan would never cower.


The eighty-thousand-some Great Tang soldiers would also not allow him to cower.


"Father…"


Wang Chong looked at his father's back, his mind in great agitation. His father had always given him a grim and harsh impression. He rarely smiled or showed any other emotion. This time, however, Wang Chong got a completely different feeling.


My strength is still too lacking. I have to find a way to increase it as quickly as possible. Father, be at ease. No matter what, I'll never let you fight alone.


Wang Chong clenched his fists, his hair scattering and dancing in the wind. Starting from his reincarnation, his strength had been increasing very quickly, at a rate which no ordinary person could ever imagine, but in this level of battle, he was still far too weak.


I only have that method now!


Wang Chong suddenly recalled the 'Bane of Generals' that the Stone of Destiny had once mentioned.


……


Regardless of Wang Chong's thoughts, the movements of Wang Yan and Huoshu Huicang had attracted the notice of the entire battlefield.


"Wang Yan, even now, do you still insist on putting up a desperate struggle…"


A voice rang out over the mountain like a peal of thunder, resounding over the entire battlefield. Huoshu Huicang looked at Wang Yan as well as the Great Tang generals ringed around him like the stars twinkling around the moon. Slowly, his lips formed into a smirk.


Throughout the length of this war, no matter what tactics Wang Chong had used or how many losses he had inflicted, Huoshu Huicang had never cared very much.


'Soldier against soldiers, general against general.' Regardless of how the Central Plains regarded a war, Huoshu Huicang had always believed that wars were always decided by a clash between the strongest powers on both sides.


As long as he could defeat Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong, the Annan Protectorate army would collapse without any further fight.


"If Great General wishes to fight, Wang Yan will keep you company!" Wang Yan indifferently said, his voice rumbling across the skies. Although it was nothing as domineering, it carried daring and persistence that would never break or move. Like a rock protruding out of a river, it would never fear any waves. Like the bamboo forests of the mountain, it would never snap under any storm.


A look of surprise flickered through Huoshu Huicang's eyes. "Wang Gengzhi is truly the descendant of ministers and generals. Just through this alone, you are worthy of being my opponent!" Even the Ü-Tsang Great General couldn't help but admire the demeanor and spirit displayed by Wang Yan.


"Since this is the case, let us fight!"


Clang! Huoshu Huicang unsheathed a long saber and strode forward. Dust roiled behind him and warhorses neighed as his elite guard and the cavalry under him, a force numbering more than ten thousand, began to sweep toward the mountain with a dreadful and shocking momentum.


After all this time, Huoshu Huicang had finally mobilized his entire army.


"Disperse!"


A harsh order was issued from the summit, causing the army to instantly part. The forty thousand soldiers that the Great Tang had not committed for the entirety of this battle finally began to move.


Bzzz! Several dozen spirited energies soared into the sky. A pitch-black horse, exuding the demeanor of a dragon, leaped down from the mountain. Wang Yan led the charge, surging toward Huoshu Huicang, with countless elite generals of the Great Tang behind him.


Huoshu Huicang was an Ü-Tsang Great General. No one in the southwest was any match for him, and no defensive line would be able to stop him. The steel walls that Wang Chong had erected on the mountain were mere decorations to a supreme expert like Huoshu Huicang.


Boom!


As Wang Yan stepped down, several dozen Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers blocking his way were suddenly sent flying away like ragdolls.


Just like how the Tang soldiers could not stop Huoshu Huicang, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers could not stop Wang Yan.


"Retreat!"


An order came from down below as Huoshu Huicang led his countless Tibetan warriors up the mountain. In the middle of the mountain, the summit, the base, to the southeast, the southwest… thousands of eyes nervously watched as these two figures approached each other.
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The battle between Wang Yan and Huoshui Huicang had attracted the attention of countless people. The Tibetan, Mengshe Zhao, and Great Tang generals were all watching, as if this fight that had yet to begin was even more important than their personal battles.


Boom!


Winds gusted as dust exploded, covering the earth. Deep within the dust, a cyan saber energy cut through the sky, a hundred zhang tall as it tore through the air and hurtled toward Wang Yan's group.


This saber energy left black fissures wherever it passed, even in the air. It was enough to make anyone pale. Whether it was Luo Ji or Chen Shusun, anyone in the Annan Protectorate army would be insignificant before this saber energy. No single general would be able to block such a blow.


Buzz!


Right when Huoshu Huicang struck out with his saber, a transformation occurred on the mountain. Under countless stunned gazes, the halos of Wang Yan and the several dozen Tang generals behind him began to glimmer, then suddenly blaze to life. In the blink of an eye, all of them had fused together, manifesting in a massive golden-armored god standing tall on the mountain.


The Mighty Miracle God!


A thought flashed through Wang Chong's excited mind. The Great Tang possessed countless powerful formations that could gather the power of numerous generals, even the power of the entire army, and transform this power into an extremely powerful existence.


The Mighty Miracle God Formation was one of these formations, and it was the most powerful technique available to Wang Yan's army. Wang Chong had heard about it in his past, but he had never seen it.


This was Wang Chong's first time seeing his father use the Mighty Miracle God Formation.


Boom!


There was a heaven-shaking boom that sent the world quaking, the mountain trembling. As Wang Chong watched from the distance, he saw the shining golden figure of the Mighty Miracle God bring its palms together and block Huoshu Huicang's terrifying saber.


Immediately after blocking the saber, the Mighty Miracle God raised its massive right hand and punched at Huoshu Huicang. Before the punch had even landed, the massive energy that preceded it had already forced away all the air in a radius of several hundred zhang.


The earth seemed to groan in pain at this mighty energy, seeming ready to split apart at any time. Just when Huoshu Huicang seemed about to die under the punch of the Mighty Miracle God, his body suddenly began to explode with golden light and Buddhist mantras echoed across the heavens.


"Om! Ma! Ni! Pe! Me! Hung1!"




As these strange incantations echoed through the heavens, a golden Buddha, ten-some zhang tall, its body burning with red flames, stood up from where Huoshu Huicang had been standing.


Boom!


The golden Buddha raised a palm, singlehandedly blocking the punch of the hundred-zhang tall Mighty Miracle God. Rumble!The earth shuddered and splintered as dirt and gravel rocketed into the air. The warhorses nearby were thrown neighing into the air, where they were torn to pieces by the clash of Stellar Energy.


This destructive energy made everyone who saw it shiver in fear.


"The Vairocana2 Buddha Golden Body Mantra! Huoshu Huicang finally used it!"




In a place that no one could see, Mengshe Zhao Great General Duan Gequan looked at that ten-some-zhang-tall golden Buddha, a smile of anticipation on his face.


The Vairocana Buddha Golden Body Mantra was one of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple's greatest techniques. Only the Great Generals of Ü-Tsang were allowed to cultivate techniques of that level.


Ü-Tsang had various Great Generals, and each one of them practiced a different supreme technique, while outsiders would never have a chance to even touch these techniques. This was also Duan Gequan's first time seeing this particular technique.


"The Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple's supreme techniques truly are formidable!"


Duan Gequan's gaze subconsciously turned to the other end of the mountain. The newly-appointed Annan Protector-General was standing there, a dense collection of generals surrounding him.


In both armies, the only figures who had yet to move were him and Xianyu Zhongtong. The Annan Protectorate army's 'Vajra God' and Wang Yan's 'Mighty Miracle God' were the two mountains standing before the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


In their victory at Erhai, Duan Gequan had experienced Xianyu Zhongtong's Vajra God. The Vajra God was hailed as the strongest formation of the southwest. If Zhangchou Jianqiong were the one using it, Duan Gequan would definitely have to keep his distance, but Xianyu Zhongtong did not even have seventy percent of Zhangchou Jianqiong's strength, so Duan Gequan naturally had nothing to fear from him.


He couldn't do much against Xianyu Zhongtong, but Xianyu Zhongtong couldn't do much against him. Thus, these two stood to the side while Wang Yan and Huoshu Huicang battled it out.


Boom!


While Wang Yan was engaged in fierce combat with Huoshu Huicang, the sounds of fighting erupted from elsewhere. Wang Chong quickly turned and noticed that a vast army was currently using this opportunity to charge up the mountain.


Dalun Ruozan!


Wang Chong's eyes narrowed as his gaze immediately locked onto that familiar figure in the ranks, garbed in a blue robe and waving his feather fan. It was none other than Dalun Ruozan.


Only Dalun Ruozan could possibly use the moment when everyone's attention was on Wang Yan and Huoshu Huicang to launch an attack.


His army of hundreds of thousands instantly began to exert a powerful pressure.


There was no doubt now that this was the main thrust of Dalun Ruozan's assault. The area where Wang Yan and Huoshu Huicang were fighting was just bait.


Wang Chong could smell danger in the air.


"All soldiers, hear my order! Assume positions!


"Archers, get ready!"


Wang Chong's voice resounded through the battlefield.


Swoosh!


With Wang Chong's order, the entire summit suddenly fell silent. All the soldiers and generals seemed to be fixed in place while a somber energy began to rise into the heavens. Wang Chong's Myriad Stars Formation was slowly beginning to come to life.


Although this was not its complete form, although this was only a rudimentary form, in Wang Chong's hands, this was enough power.


"Great Minister!"


At the base of the mountain, a rather aged Tibetan elder stood together with Dalun Ruozan, a concerned look in his eyes. This was a tribal elder from the Tibetan Plateau. When Ü-Tsang went to war, a few of their wise and farsighted elders would occasionally follow the army.


The battles Wang Chong had directed had left a very deep impression on this elder, making him feel a great deal of apprehension toward that youth on the summit.


"We have no path of retreat. Wang Zhongsi is already headed toward Longxi. If the King of Generals loses, Geshu Han will lead his army south, resulting in our total failure in this campaign. War requires sacrifice. No matter what, we must win this battle."


Dalun Ruozan stood at the base of the mountain, his eyes brimming with unprecedented determination. At this moment, he seemed not like a minister, but a valiant general.


"The Central Plains is awash with strategies and tactics that allow them to multiply the power of their attacks. Right now, we have many more soldiers than them, and this is currently our greatest advantage. No matter what tactic they use, as long as we can maintain this absolute advantage and continuously apply pressure, squeezing and constricting them, all their tactics and strategies will crumble. This is the most effective mechanism we have for destroying them."


"This… I understand."


They both fell silent, but the army around them only redoubled their efforts, their killing intent causing space itself to warp.

______________
1. Om Mani Padme Hum, or Om Mani Peme Hung, is a Tibetan Buddhist mantra associated with Avalokitesvara, the bodhisattva of compassion. In Tibet, he is known as Chenrezig, and in China, he is more known through the female incarnation Bodhisattva Guanyin.↩

2. Vairocana is a Buddha who is primarily associated with the concept of emptiness. His name in Chinese literally translates to 'Great Sun', hence its manifestation here.↩
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Boom!


There was no hesitation as two mighty waves of soldiers smashed against each other on the slopes of the mountain, resulting in the most intense clash of the entire battle. Of the more than four hundred thousand soldiers, almost all of them had been committed, with Geluofeng and Duan Gequan holding back a single unit in reserve.


This time, Dalun Ruozan resorted to no tactics or strategy. It was a straightforward advance, one that relied on pure pressure. Once one's soldiers far outnumbered one's opponent's, numbers became the best strategy, the best tactic.


"Kill!"


"Kill!"


Bellows rang out through the sky. The roiling wave of black steel was enough to make anyone pale.


"Get ready!"


"Get ready!"


"Go!"


……


Wang Chong's voice resounded over the mountain. The first to attack was not the majestic Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army but the Annan Protectorate army. Thwishthwishthwish! Countless arrows howled through the air, descending into the center of this flood of steel.


Boom!


It was like a boulder smashing into a river. The numerous arrows pierced through necks, cheeks, knees, and bodies. Hundreds upon thousands of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers began to fall, and a small hint of disorder immediately appeared in the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang ranks.


Thwishthwishthwish!


One wave, two wave, three waves… innumerable arrows continued to strike with lethal precision, causing the chaos to continuously expand.


"It's useless. Once the number of soldiers reaches a certain level, local victories are no longer a concern."


Dalun Ruozan looked at the mountain, his eyes calm.


If a hundred-man army lost a hundred men in battle, the entire army would be wiped out. If a two-hundred-man army lost a hundred men in battle, it would be a severe wound. For a thousand-man army, it would be a setback. But when this army swelled to several thousands, tens of thousands, the effect became triflingly small.


The injuries inflicted by Wang Chong's archers were truly not critical to this army of hundreds of thousands.


However, Dalun Ruozan had still underestimated the objective of Wang Chong's plan. As the arrow volleys threw the flood of black steel into chaos, a tiny flaw was revealed, upon which Wang Chong immediately triggered the Myriad Stars Formation.


The tens of thousands of Tang soldiers were like turbulent streams of water, intersecting, crashing, colliding, wrapping around the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers like nooses.


"Congratulations to user for killing 3412 soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 6733 soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 9188 soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 12340 soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!"


……


In a few short moments, a string of messages gushed through Wang Chong's mind in a veritable waterfall. Meanwhile, countless halos were clashing and clattering below. Attack halos, strength halos, dexterity halos, power halos, defensive halos, charging halos… tens of thousands of war halos, all of them different, covered every inch of ground on the mountain.


The ferocity of this battle had surpassed everyone's imaginations, even Wang Chong's. Wang Chong's Myriad Stars Formation allowed his soldiers to become sharp nooses that cut the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army into pieces, encircling them so that they could be cut down.


The soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army were hacked down like stalks of wheat, and the constant waterfall of messages in his mind clearly conveyed to Wang Chong the severity of their losses.


Dalun Ruozan had apparently already made the greatest decision he could make. He had determined to exchange a massive number of deaths for the ability to constantly shrink the area in which the Tang army could operate. Even though wave after wave of Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers was being felled, more continued to come up from the rear.


This method was simple and cruel, but rather effective. With this rather significant price, the Tang army was slowly being squeezed, and even Wang Chong was beginning to run out of space to maneuver.


Against this bold and decisive enemy commander who cared not for the sacrifice or price, even Wang Chong's strategies were no longer so easy to use or effective.


Against this sort of opponent, even Wang Chong had to be awed.


……


"Milord, we've paid a very heavy price!"


As he watched the soldiers continue to fall, the tribal elder found it very hard to keep his composure. From his place at the base of the mountain, he could clearly see red rivers of blood gushing down the slopes.


The intensity of the battle had surpassed his expectations. The ground on the mountain was already saturated with blood, and in this state, it was impossible to tell if this blood belonged to the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army or the Annan Protectorate army.


"There's nothing to be done. This is the price that we must pay."


Dalun Ruozan slightly closed his eyes. He himself found it very hard to remain calm in the face of this gruesome battle. The Annan Protectorate army was putting up far more of a fight than he had expected.


In his decades managing the Ngari Royal Lineage, not even Zhangchou Jianqiong could push him to this state. But all this was necessary, a price that had to be paid.


"Human wave tactics… This kind of Great Tang truly makes one uneasy! If the Great Tang has a few more talents like this, Ü-Tsang might never be able to compete."


Dalun Ruozan looked up at the summit, a vague anxiety hanging over his heart.


In the course of the southwest war, not even Dalun Ruozan had realized that his original intent of exterminating the eighty-thousand-some soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army had become the intent to eliminate that Wang Chong who had seemingly appeared out of thin air.


Deep within Dalun Ruozan's heart, eradicating Wang Chong was now even more urgent than eliminating the Annan Protectorate army.


But Dalun Ruozan could not allow a single shred of his intentions to be leaked. Wang Chong was far more vigilant than anyone could imagine. Without even considering the vast sea of soldiers that surrounded him, Wang Chong was liable to run the moment things began to look just slightly off.


After witnessing Wang Chong disguising his soldiers as Tibetans to attack Mengshe Zhao and as Mengshe Zhao soldiers to attack the Tibetans, Dalun Ruozan surprisingly had no confidence in his ability to hold Wang Chong down.


……


Rumble!


The battle continued. To the south, the massive Mighty Miracle God was engaged in a hurricane of a battle with the Vairocana Buddha. The golden circular halo of a Buddha, akin to a shining sun, had appeared behind the Vairocana Buddha's head, and behind, the faint image of a massive snowy mountain could be seen.


This was a sign that a supreme technique of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple was being exhibited to its limits.


Buzz!


Stellar Energy was converging from all around, gathering in that halo and in the image of the snowy mountain. Although the Ü-Tsang Empire did not have supreme battle formations on the level of the Mighty Miracle God Formation, it still possessed many supreme arts and devices that could harness the strength of its soldiers.


Though their level was greatly lacking when compared to the Mighty Miracle God Formation.


Neigh!


Behind Huoshu Huicang, the highland steeds were whinnying as they fell to the ground, the ever-valiant TIbetan soldiers beginning to dispiritedly drop to the ground as if all the energy had been drained from them.


And across from Huoshu Huicang, the Annan Protectorate army was faring little better. Clangclangclang! Though their halos were still resounding, the Tang soldiers had clearly become a little weaker.


The Mighty Miracle God Formation could not only absorb the energy of other generals, but that of ordinary soldiers as well. This was also the reason Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong could use their formations to resist Huoshu Huicang and Duan Gequan.


The battle in the south had fallen into a stalemate, while on the other side, the battle between Wang Chong and Dalun Ruozan had reached a white-hot intensity.


"Warning! 1280 soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army have died!"


"Warning! 2314 soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army have died!"


"Warning! 3215 soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army have died!"


"Warning! 3847 soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army have died!"


……


The ringing messages in Wang Chong's mind, the endless warnings from the Stone of Destiny, let Wang Chong know that Dalun Ruozan's plan was finally beginning to show its effects. Wang Chong's Annan Protectorate army began to suffer a large number of casualties.


This was a contest of wills. Strategy and tactics were useless here.


Dalun Ruozan was endlessly hurling soldiers into the breach, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army surging up the mountain, never stopping no matter how great a resistance they encountered. No matter how many soldiers they lost, more soldiers would always be there to take the place of the fallen.


And the forty thousand soldiers Wang Chong commanded showed another face: cool, callous, a rock standing against the frenzied waves. No matter how many Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers pushed forward, they would never retreat.


Both Wang Chong's and Dalun Ruozan's armies were suffering massive casualties.


"Cavalry, mount your horses!"


At the climax of the battle, Wang Chong's eyes flashed as he suddenly mounted the White-hoofed Shadow. A chorus of neighs came from behind him as one Great Tang horseman after another arrived on the summit.


Clang!


Without hesitation, Wang Chong pulled out his Wootz Steel sword.


"Lin Wushou, I leave command of the army to you!"


Neigh!


The White-hoofed Shadow let out a loud cry as it led more than two thousand Great Tang cavalry charging down the mountain like a bolt of lightning. With this, the Great Tang had used all its reserves.


Rumble!


No person could describe the impact Wang Chong's two thousand cavalry had on the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. Wang Chong had chosen to strike at the place where the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had the fewest troops, where it was weakest.


The Halo of Dusk Stallion allowed Wang Chong's cavalry charge down the mountain to become the sharpest knife, stabbing through the entire Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army in a single blow.


Rumble! Under countless eyes, the entire mountainside was thrown into chaos. Wang Chong's Myriad Stars Formation had already been putting on more and more pressure, and Wang Chong's two thousand cavalry were the straw that broke the camel's back.


"Ah!"


Screams filled the air as the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army fell into disarray. Wang Chong's Myriad Stars Formation used their momentum to advance, quickly hewing down the Tibetan and Mengshe Zhao soldiers.


"Congratulations to user for killing 78615 soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 86135 soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 91543 soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 98712 soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!"


……


A string of messages exploded through Wang Chong's mind, and when these voices reached their peak, Wang Chong received a surprising message.


"Congratulations to user! For killing more than 200,000 foreign soldiers, you have fulfilled the upgrade conditions. The Bane of the Battlefield Halo has advanced to the third level!"


The entire world seemed to fall quiet for a moment, time seeming to slow to a crawl. Buzz! Wang Chong could feel a massive energy suddenly explode out of his body and expand to the horizon.
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No one could describe the effects of the transformation. In this fierce battlefield, this silent ripple instantly caused more than half of the tens of thousands of war halos to suddenly dim like candles being snuffed out. Some of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers who had suffered severe injuries even dropped below the True Martial realm upon feeling the effects of the upgraded Bane of the Battlefield.


"The fuck! What's going on here?"


The faces of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers contorted in shock, as if they had seen a ghost. The difference between the True Martial realm and the Origin Energy realm was a massive one, like a muscular man who could lift boulders suddenly becoming a small child who couldn't even truss a chicken.


When the Bane of the Battlefield reached the third level, its effect was so great that even a few generals appeared surprised. They were most sensitive to the changes in their surroundings.


"Damn it! It's that bastard brat again!"


Eyes began to look toward the summit, and even Geluofeng couldn't help but twitch. Wang Chong's existence was already the greatest variable in the southwestern war. His effect was no longer that of one or two soldiers or a general. He was already someone who could influence the outcome of this entire war.


How could a halo like this exist in the world? How have I never heard of it?


For a moment, Geluofeng, Duan Gequan, and Dalun Ruozan shared the same thought.


But no matter what they thought, Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield Halo advancing to the third level was like an avalanche dropping on their soldiers. The entire Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army was in chaos, and the effects of the halo were even affecting the Tibetan soldiers behind Huoshu Huicang.


Huoshu Huicang had been using a secret technique of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple this entire time to absorb the energy of his soldiers. When Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield Halo attached to these soldiers and weakened them, even Huoshu Huicang was affected. For a moment, he fell into a slight disadvantage against Wang Yan's Mighty Miracle God.


"Damn it!"


Huoshu Huicang slightly paled. Never had he imagined that Wang Chong's halo could have an effect on him. In a battle of supreme experts like this, such a thing could be lethal.


"Kill!"


The thousands of Tang soldiers used this chance to charge down the mountain, and the Tibetan and Mengshe Zhao soldiers were falling apart. Just when it seemed like the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army would be completely routed, an earth-shaking boom came from the summit.


The disturbance it created was so huge that the mountain itself trembled for a few moments, and dust roiled over the summit.


Wang Chong was killing his way through enemy soldiers, but when he heard that sound, he paled and immediately turned the White-hoofed Shadow around. "Not good! That direction…" Vaguely, he understood what must have happened.


The summit was crowded with soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army, so nothing should have happened there, but this direction was clearly…


"Young Master, it's bad! The Tibetans sent people to destroy our water!"


It took mere moments for a horseman to charge down from the mountain, the guard atop it not even bringing the horse to a stop before dismounting and kneeling before Wang Chong's horse.


"What?!!"


Like he had been struck by a bolt of lightning, Wang Chong swayed. For a moment, he felt like his entire body had been plunged into ice-cold water.


Dalun Ruozan!


Wang Chong's gaze immediately turned to where Dalun Ruozan was located.


I fell for a trap!


This was the only thought left in Wang Chong's mind, and as if to confirm his speculations, the resounding blare of the yak horn announcing a retreat suddenly came from within the camp at the base of the mountain.


Dalun Ruozan had finally chosen to sound the retreat.


"Take me over to see!"


Wang Chong didn't have time to think, as he quickly turned his horse around and followed that guard back up the mountain.


……


The Annan Protectorate army was continuing to pursue the enemies back north, but Wang Chong's attention was focused elsewhere.


"Young Master, take a look!"


At the back of the summit, a cave had completely collapsed, and water gushed down the slopes in a waterfall.


"The Tibetans used a massive boulder to reach here, then they collapsed the cave, dug out the water we had stored inside and poisoned it," the pale-faced guard reported.


Wang Chong turned his head to the nearby boulder the guard spoke of.


"You said that they sat on this boulder and dropped down from the sky to reach this place?"


"Yes, Young Master."


……


Wang Chong instantly fell quiet. Sitting on a boulder like this and descending from the sky was an utterly absurd idea, and even if they did manage to land in one piece, they would still end up with severe injuries.


Suicide soldiers!


A thought occurred to Wang Chong. He was forced to admit that he would have never suspected Dalun Ruozan to use this method to transport soldiers.


There was no doubt that these soldiers had prepared themselves to never come back and to die on the summit.


With this thought in mind, Wang Chong swept his gaze over the surroundings. As expected, he spotted several corpses.


"We have people all around the summit, and we had already begun to move when we discovered these people, but we were still too late," the guard shamefully said.


"We have 17 places in total on the mountain where we were storing water. How many have been poisoned?"


"Eight."


Wang Chong's expression darkened, his heart sinking. He now completely understood Dalun Ruozan's plan. A proper battle had never been his goal, and even Huoshu Huicang's attack had only been bait. His true goal had been the water stores on the summit.


For his great undertaking, he had treated hundreds of thousands of soldiers as chess pieces. Wang Chong had to admit that he had underestimated the resolve of this Ü-Tsang Great Minister, as well as his trickery and daring.


It's because I've been underestimating him all this time. It's no wonder a civil minister was able to sit on the same level as figures of the southwest like Zhangchou Jianqiong, Geluofeng, and Huoshu Huicang.


Zhangchou Jianqiong had a burning ambition and had always wanted to achieve something in the southwest, but after ten-some years, he had accomplished nothing. So this is what was going on…


Zhangchou Jianqiong had always been hailed as the Tiger of the Empire, but both the great clans and the nobles of the capital had always spoken of him with veiled criticism.


This was because he had never been able to turn this reputation into results. Wang Chong had also once had this misunderstanding, but now, he understood Zhangchou Jianqiong's circumstances.


Dalun Ruozan was not the type of person that would immediately put someone on guard. Not only that, the first impression of the majority of people would be 'just so-so' or 'an undeserved reputation', and they would treat him with contempt.


But Dalun Ruozan's true strike would always be like right now, lethal and catching one completely by surprise.


"Water! Ah, water!…."


Wang Chong suddenly raised his head and gave a long sigh.


Dalun Ruozan had given him a truly difficult problem, and at this moment, Wang Chong was left with no other choice.


……


The Tibetan and Mengshe Zhao soldiers had completely withdrawn at this point, leaving behind only a mountain covered in corpses.


"How is it?" Dalun Ruozan said with concern. Although he had fulfilled his objective, Dalun Ruozan was still not one bit happy.


Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao combined had gathered an army of nearly five hundred thousand soldiers, and they had Imperial Great Generals like Huoshu Huicang and Duan Gequan at command, as well as the assistance of Geluofeng and the entire kingdom of Mengshe Zhao working the logistics network. Yet in the end, they had still reached this point where they had to rely on their advantage in numbers. Dalun Ruozan truly found this difficult to imagine.


Wang Chong, relying on his weaker army, had already pushed this Ngari Great Minister famous throughout the Tibetan Plateau to desperate straits.


"123,400 people!"


The messenger intoned a number.


Buzz!


Even though he had already mentally prepared himself, Dalun Ruozan still couldn't stop his heart from sinking upon hearing this number. The more than four hundred thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had actually suffered casualties of one hundred and twenty thousand soldiers. They had lost more than a quarter of their manpower. This was simply impossible to bear.


This number greatly exceeded Dalun Ruozan's bottom line.


"How could it be this many? Is this number accurate?" Dalun Ruozan said with a grimace.


The messenger lowered his head and said, "Reporting to Great Minister: we have already taken the count five times."


"How many did the Great Tang lose?"


"It is not possible to make an accurate count, but our estimate is that their deaths range between 23,000 and 24,000."


Dalun Ruozan closed his eyes, not speaking for a very long time.


"Pass down my order to have the entire army reorganize. In addition, pass on my order to have Great General Huoshu Huicang accompany me in meeting the Great Tang commander."


……


"Young Master, look—there's something going on down there!"


On the summit, Old Eagle quickly noticed activity and pointed down the mountain.


"Mm?"


Wang Chong's brow creased as he suddenly stood up.


"The battle just finished. What he does he want now?"


"Young Master Wang, can you come out for a chat?"


A resounding voice echoed over the mountain. Looking down from the summit, one could see the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army part, and the figures of Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang appear once more.


But unlike the first time, Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang no longer seemed as easygoing and unruffled. They seemed much more solemn and respectful.


"We've already reached this state. What scheme is Great Minister planning now?"


Wang Chong circulated the energy in his dantian, his eyes shining as he fearlessly looked down the mountain.


"Young Master has become much more serious. In front of Young Master, what has Ruozan done that deserves to be called a scheme?" Dalun Ruozan earnestly said.


"Young Master has already seen the result of this battle. The water supply of the Annan Protectorate army won't be able to last three days. For the sake of Ü-Tsang, and for the sake of Young Master and the Annan Protectorate army, Dalun Ruozan wishes to earnestly discuss an issue with Young Master."


"Just what does this Dalun Ruozan want to do?"


At this moment, even Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong, who were getting their wounds treated, couldn't help but look at each other and frown. They had fought with the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army for more than a month, but Dalun Ruozan's attitude had always been aggressive and unrelenting.


This sort of humble and self-effacing attitude was something they had never seen from Dalun Ruozan.


"There's no need for Great Minister to worry about the matter of water. If Great Minister has anything he wishes to say, he should just state it frankly," Wang Chong calmly said.


"Young Master Wang, it is still those same words. If the Annan Protectorate army and Young Master can surrender, I can guarantee that Young Master and all the soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army will be treated appropriately.


"Although we cannot allow Young Master or the soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army to return to the Great Tang, Young Master and all the soldiers can safely reside on the Tibetan Plateau. No one will be harmed.


This is the best result for both Young Master and our Ü-Tsang. I hope that Young Master can earnestly consider this proposition. In this way, we can avoid any further senseless sacrifice."


With these final words, Dalun Ruozan put down his feather fan, his gaze reflecting utter sincerity as he looked up at Wang Chong.


The entire battlefield was absolutely silent. Geluofeng, Duan Gequan and Huoshu Huicang, these powerhouses of the south who should have strenuously opposed this proposal, had all chosen to remain silent.


The strong would only respect the strong. At this stage of the war, the casualties of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had even surpassed the Annan Protectorate army's. None of these powerhouses of the southwest had ever imagined such a thing.


The summit was quiet, everyone waiting for Wang Chong's answer.


"Chong-er, choose what you feel is right."


"Young Master Chong, there's no need to fear. You are currently the highest commander of the entire Annan Protectorate army. Whether it's war or peace, Young Master can choose whatever he pleases."


Wang Yan's and Xianyu Zhongtong's voices rang out in Wang Chong's ears. They did not speak too much, but the two had used their actions to amply display their support for Wang Chong.


"Haha!"


Wang Chong smiled in the gentle breeze. He raised his head and thought to himself, Is this a difficult choice? The southwest war had already reached the point where there would be no rest without death. There was no path of retreat, no choice.


The Great Tang could not lose, the Annan Protectorate army could not lose, and he, Wang Chong, could certainly not lose!


And did Dalun Ruozan really think that his victory was certain?


"Great Minister, have you heard of this saying?"


Wang Chong chuckled as he looked down the mountain.


"What?"


Dalun Ruozan's eyes narrowed. That Wang Chong could still laugh and chat about other things had truly caught him by surprise.


"He who laughs last, laughs best!"


Dalun Ruozan, Geluofeng, and Huoshu Huicang were all dumbfounded. Geluofeng had a deep understanding of the Great Tang, but he had never heard such a phrase before.


Geluofeng turned to the bandaged figure of Fengjiayi and asked in confusion, "Jiayi, you studied in the Great Tang for many years. Have you ever heard anyone say something like this?"


"This… Your child has never heard of such a thing."


Fengjiayi lowered his head. Everyone had been completely confused by Wang Chong.


"Hahaha, Great Minister, this war has still not reached its final moment. It's still far too early to determine who will win the prize."


Wang Chong roared with laughter. Not waiting for Dalun Ruozan to ask any more questions, he left with a flick of his sleeve.


At the base of the mountain, the commanders of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army looked at each other in confusion, unable to speak.
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"Great Minister, what did the brat mean? Things have already reached this state; could he still have some tricks up his sleeve?"


Longqinba turned to look at Dalun Ruozan.


His battle with Sun Liuyue had exhausted a great deal of Longqinba's Stellar Energy, and his armor was covered in scars. At many places, it had even been hacked open, revealing the mangled blood and flesh beneath.


Even so, Longqinba still maintained a vigorous fighting intent.


Dalun Ruozan said nothing, and Huoshu Huicang slightly furrowed his brow. In the past, he might not have treated Wang Chong with contempt, but he would only give him an extra glance, just a single glance.


The situation now was different. Wang Chong's war halos were even powerful enough to affect his Vairocana Buddha. Moreover, if Wang Chong truly did feel that he could still win this war, then Huoshu Huicang could no longer maintain his calm.


Although he did not care for Wang Chong's individual strength, he had to care about the outcome of this war. After all, as a general, his mission was not to defeat his opponent, but to obtain victory.


Under Longqinba's flabbergasted gaze, Huoshu Huicang opened his mouth and asked, "Dalun Ruozan, what do you think his words mean?"


"Milord, do you really think he can still win?" Longqinba yelped, an incredulous look on his face.


"It would be better to believe than to not."


Dalun Ruozan's brow was deeply creased, a pensive look on his face.


"You saw that boy's abilities. Although his words might not all have been real, there's no guarantee that all of them were false. In addition, at this stage in the battle, he has no need to play small tricks…


"Pass on my order to keep the entire army ready. For this period of time, arrange for ten groups of soldiers to keep a rotating watch on the Tang. In addition, use kerosene to set up campfires around the camp. I want all the blind spots clearly lit. All patrols, including if the Mengshe Zhao soldiers approach, are required to use secret signals. We can't give them a single chance."


It hadn't been too long ago that Wang Chong had disguised the Tang soldiers as Mengshe Zhao soldiers and attacked the Tibetans. Dalun Ruozan did not want any sort of flaw to appear at this time. If Wang Chong were allowed to raid the camp again and steal enough water to delay another day, the chance that the Tibetans would fail would increase by another percent.


Wang Zhongsi had already departed the Great Tang capital. The situation was completely different from what it had been at the start. Right now, Dalun Ruozan was even more worried than Geluofeng.


"Yes, your subordinate will go."


Several Tibetan messengers quickly left to carry out Dalun Ruozan's orders.


……


"Great General, what do we do now?"


On the other side, in a camp very far from the Tibetans, two figures were meeting. One was the King of Mengshe Zhao and the other was the Great General of Mengshe Zhao. Not even Crown Prince Feng was privy to this meeting.


"In today's battle, Your Majesty already witnessed the fighting power of the Tang. If we continue to force the assault, our casualties will be grievous. Even if we succeed, the massive price we would have to pay would not be worth it. Dalun Ruozan has already destroyed their water stores. In this point, I agree with Dalun Ruozan. We should halt the fighting for three days. Although we no longer have much time, we have to wait out this period."


Duan Gequan's voice could be heard within the tent.


The sole general of Mengshe Zhao had always remained behind the curtain, rarely speaking. Only now was the truth exposed. The true commander of this battle had been Duan Gequan, not Geluofeng.


"The crucial point is still that youngest son of the Wang Clan. If not for him, we would have won long ago," Geluofeng said.


Right now, whenever he thought of that brat, that son of the Wang Clan, Geluofeng would feel like there was a dagger at his back. Sometimes, he even found it hard to swallow his food. In terms of strength, a martial artist of Wang Chong's level was an ant to Geluofeng, not even qualified to carry his shoes.


At any other place, Geluofeng would have easily squashed him to death.


However, Wang Chong's expertise did not lie in martial arts, but the art of war which was so crucial on the battlefield. In addition, while the two armies were fighting, the sides were clearly divided. Wang Chong standing on the summit would be surrounded by an impenetrable defense, protected by countless experts including Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong.


Thus, no matter how much Ü-Tsang or Mengshe Zhao wanted to kill him, none of them could do anything against him, not even the wise and intelligent Dalun Ruozan.


It was no easy task to kill the opposing commander.


"Be at ease. Wait for three more days. In the final battle, the Annan Protectorate army will be wiped out, and Wang Yan's youngest son naturally won't be able to escape," Duan Gequan indifferently remarked.


"Did Great General notice something today?" Geluofeng hurriedly asked, noticing something.


"Although it is not to the level that Your Majesty has imagined, it is not far."


Duan Gequan nodded.


"That son of the Wang Clan might have an almost absurd grasp of the art of war, even surpassing Zhangchou Jianqiong, but he is not the true commander of the Annan Protectorate army, nor did he train it up. For him to raise the Annan Protectorate army to be such a powerful fighting force in such a short time is enough to leave a deep impression.


"However, there are some flaws that cannot be covered," Duan Gequan indifferently said, a frightening light in his eyes. However, this light quickly died away, all returning to stillness.


And the tent also fell back into silence.


……


Whether it was the Tibetans, the Mengshe Zhao, or the Tang, all of them felt this day to be almost unbearable. While the commanders of Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao were separately convening to deliberate on their plans, on the summit, the core commanders of the Great Tang had also gathered together.


However, this time, it was not just Wang Chong, Old Eagle, and Chen Shusun. Xianyu Zhongtong, Wang Yan, and Sun Liuyue were present as well.


The six of them sat cross-legged in a circle.


In the center was a crude model. The mountain in the center of this model was surrounded by models displaying the disposition of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


To make a crude model was extremely easy when one had the vantage of the summit.


Wang Yan was the first to break the silence.


"Chong-er, no matter what happens, that you could bring us to this point has already surpassed our expectations. Neither your father nor Lord Xianyu will blame you."


The casualty report was already out. The Annan Protectorate army had taken significant losses in this battle. The army that had neared one hundred thousand when adding in Wang Yan's reinforcements and Wang Chong's reinforcements now numbered a bit more than sixty thousand.


Yet the critical point was not this, but water.


With the water sources of the Annan Protectorate army destroyed, sent gushing over the sides of the mountain, even the slowest soldier had realized the state of the army.


"Lord Wang is correct. No matter the result, no matter how things end, none of us will blame you," Xianyu Zhongtong consolingly said, a sense of understanding in his voice.


The Annan Protectorate army had been vanquished long ago on the shores of the Erhai. That it could last until now was already enough of a miracle. The army of the southwest was now plagued by problems internal and external. It was a dragon trapped in shallow water, its back against the wall.


And the existences of Huoshu Huicang, Dalun Ruozan, Geluofeng, and Duan Gequan completely cut off any retreat.


There was no need to speak of what awaited the Annan Protectorate army.


Sun Liuyue also spoke up. "That's right. Young Master, no matter what happens, we won't blame you. At the very least, we've already made the Tibetans and Mengshe Zhao pay a price."


Sun Liuyue was a taciturn fellow who didn't like to speak. For him to say such words, it was clear that the youngest son of the Wang Clan had truly obtained his respect and acknowledgment.


A bright light flashed across Wang Chong's eyes as he sternly said, "No! Father, Lord Protector-General, I know what you're thinking. However, this battle is far from reaching that level. At the very least, it's not there yet."


"Young Master, you don't need to comfort us…"


Chen Shusun finally couldn't help but speak, patting Wang Chong's shoulder as well.


"Uncle Chen, I'm not joking."


Wang Chong solemnly shook his head.


"The words I spoke to Dalun Ruozan were not the bluff that all of you think they were."


Buzz!


For a moment, the entire summit was silent. Everyone was looking at Wang Chong, dumbstruck.


"Chong-er, your meaning is?"


Wang Yan frowned.


Even though he was Wang Chong's father, not even he had understood those words. With things as they were, was there still any chance to counterattack?


"Young Master means that we still have a chance to defeat them?" Sun Liuyue said in surprise.


He was no great expert in the art of war, but he could still tell strong from weak, victory from defeat. In the current situation, with their water stores ruined, Dalun Ruozan only needed to keep up the siege to almost guarantee the defeat of the Annan Protectorate army.


In addition, Great Tang armies were skilled in infantry battles, not cavalry battles. If they abandoned the steel walls on the mountain and left the mountain to fight, that was tantamount to cutting off their own hands and feet. The Tibetans wouldn't even need three days to wipe out the Annan Protectorate army.


"Uncle Liu, you've misunderstood my meaning."


Wang Chong shook his head.


"War has never been purely a battle between soldiers, but a continuation of politics. The outcome of a war is not solely decided by victory or defeat on the battlefield, but victory and defeat outside of it as well. The Great Tang has never been fighting Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao only in one place—at least, not in my view."


The remaining people looked at each other in consternation. Much less Xianyu Zhongtong, even Wang Yan, Wang Chong's father, was rather astonished by these words, baffled as to what he meant.


War was war, and to pure soldiers like them, war had always been about simply defeating the opponent before them. Nothing else was involved.


As for this 'war is a continuation of politics', not even an experienced and famous general like Wang Yan had ever heard of such an argument, much less anyone else.


The circle of people looked at Wang Chong, struggling to find words to say but not knowing where to start.


In terms of understanding of the art of war, no one present was fit to carry Wang Chong's shoes, not even Wang Yan or Xianyu Zhongtong. Wang Chong resided on a completely different level.
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"Old Eagle, do you still remember Li Siye?"


Wang Chong suddenly turned his head to Old Eagle.


Boom!


As if a clap of thunder had rung out in his head, the moment he heard Li Siye's name, Old Eagle immediately felt energy course through his body, the dark clouds in the skies parting. As if recalling something, Old Eagle became very excited.


Li Siye!


Of course—how could he forget Li Siye?!


When leaving the capital, his young master had not had so few people with him. And this was the mighty general who stood at his young master's side!


Upon careful recollection, he remembered that before they had reached the Erhai plains and joined up with Wang Chong's father, Li Siye had already taken some soldiers to carry out another mission.


But the continuous intense battles and the passing time had made him forget about Li Siye's troops.


"Young Master, you mean…"


"Mm."


Wang Chong sternly nodded.


"The general who makes many calculations before battle is victorious and the one who makes few is defeated. Since Ü-Tsang is so burning with ambition that they wish to use the strength of Mengshe Zhao and Geluofeng to deal with the Great Tang, they can't blame me for dealing with them. If they want to break relations with the Great Tang, then they should prepare themselves well for this break-up!


"War, to Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang, might only be victory or defeat in a single war or decisive battle, but this has never been the case for me."


As Wang Chong spoke, his eyes began to burn with an unprecedented brightness.


The Great Tang had its flaws and the Annan Protectorate army had its flaws, so how could Ü-Tsang be immune?


He who was raised by Xiao He was cast down by Xiao He.


Dalun Ruozan had only focused on the weak points of the Great Tang, never realizing that his own side had its massive weaknesses that were even more severe than the enemy's.


"It should be about time. By tonight at the very latest, we should be seeing the result!"


As the others looked on in astonishment, Wang Chong stood up and looked to the west, speaking a sentence that none of them understood.


Strategies planned out in the campaign tent could decide victory one thousand li away!


Neither his father nor Xianyu Zhongtong understood that the true outcome of this war would not be decided here, or even on this battlefield. Not even Dalun Ruozan knew that Wang Chong had already set up another battlefield.


And unlike the battlefield here, on that battlefield, the Tibetans had been utterly routed!


And Dalun Ruozan had no idea.


War was cruel. This was a fact that every general needed to know. But as Wang Chong understood it, war was far crueler than anyone could imagine.


Li Siye! It's up to you now!


Wang Chong's mind turned through countless thoughts, but slowly, he began to calm down.


……


Baaaaa!


A confused sheep bleated over the plateau. It was surrounded by piles of rotting cow and sheep corpses. There were no wounds on these corpses, only the black mottling of disease.


Black smoke plumed from blazing fires. These pillars of smoke extended all the way to the horizon, making the place seem like the end of days had come.


In a place not far from this sheep, around the ruins of a tent, a group of black-armored cavalry with shining sabers and swords were currently keeping a close watch on their surroundings.


Leading them was a giant of a man, more than two meters tall. He was a head taller than a normal man, and his constitution was abnormally muscular and striking.


A cavalryman rode up behind that powerful man and suddenly reported, "Milord, this is the 107th batch we've encountered in these last few days. Starting from five days ago, we haven't been able to find a single Tibetan shepherd grazing their flocks. It seems that we've achieved the desired result. The plague has already spread across the entire part of the plateau ruled by the Ngari Royal Lineage. The only thing that awaits them is a massive disaster!"


"You find this difficult to bear?"


Li Siye sat on his muscular steed, his face emotionless.


"Yes!"


The cavalryman gritted his teeth and nodded. The cavalry behind him shared the same expression. They were all elites chosen by the great clans, and their purpose had been to fight for these clans on the battlefield. Although they were not members of the army, all of them treated themselves as pure soldiers.


If they were fighting on the battlefield, they wouldn't have complained even if they died. However, their task this entire time had been nothing of the sort. As warriors who had very high opinions of themselves, they would have never done such a thing.


The only thing these elites had done in this period of time was slaughtering cows, sheep, and shepherds, and spreading the plague!


"All of you think the same?"


Li Siye turned to look at the other elite cavalry. All of the soldiers lowered their heads, as all of them shared the same thoughts.


A cavalry captain suddenly gathered his courage and asked, "Milord, do you not feel this way?"


Li Siye instantly fell silent.


This cavalryman was correct. He also had once doubted, had once found the task unbearable. And unlike the cavalrymen behind him, he was not only a proper soldier, but a commander in the regular army.


'A pure soldier' was his view of his place in society.


But it took only a few moments for Li Siye's eyes to clear up.


"In the past, I would definitely have been thinking the same thing as the rest of you."


Li Siye's voice was clear and bright, his first words immediately attracting the notice of his men.


"However, have you forgotten who we are? Soldiers! No matter who you were before, the moment you came to this place, entered this battlefield, you became soldiers, pure soldiers. You represent others, not yourselves. You represent the Great Tang!


"Let me ask, what is the most important thing for a soldier? Is it glory?"


The soldiers raised their heads and looked in a daze at Li Siye.


The most important thing to a soldier was naturally glory! Was this not the case?


"Milord, did you misspeak?" another cavalryman asked.


Li Siye shook his head, his thoughts on Wang Chong's message in the silk bag and the words he had once said to him. At that time, Li Siye had not treated things very seriously and had even jeered a little at Wang Chong.


But Li Siye no longer had these kinds of thoughts now.


"All of you are wrong. The most important thing for a soldier is following orders and loyalty to the Great Tang. When each one of you steps onto the battlefield, your individual wishes, your honors and disgraces, are no longer important.


"If the Great Tang is defeated, even if you manage to preserve your honor and die gloriously on the battlefield, what meaning would there be in that? But if the territory of the Great Tang is occupied by foreign kingdoms, that is the true disgrace. In contrast, what does it matter what you feel?"


Li Siye harshly spoke, his deafening voice stupefying all of them.


None of them had expected that the one who should have found this task the most unbearable would say these words. Yet none of them could retort. He was right. If a soldier died a glorious death on the battlefield but the war was still lost, what did the greatest glory matter?


Moreover, the southwest right now…


Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao, these foreign kingdoms, truly had invaded the Great Tang's territory!


In an instant, all of them fell silent.


"Once soldiers enter the battlefield, they should no longer have individual reputation, individual wills, individual gains and losses… All of these concepts should cease to exist. Our objective has never been to bring glory to any individual, but to defend the Great Tang, defend the empire behind us. Have any of you ever thought about what sort of sight would greet you if the southwest really was lost and Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang really did occupy this land?


"How do you think they will treat the people of the Great Tang's southwest? Will they act with a light hand and emphasize the glory of their soldiers? Let me tell you, if we don't win this war, what we'll see in the southwest will look exactly like this place, or maybe even worse!"


Li Siye's voice grew louder and louder, more and more excited.


As the soldiers listened, they slowly began to raise their heads in shock.


None of them had ever seen Li Siye so agitated, but none of them were able to refute his argument.


He was right!


If this war were lost, the southwest would become a slaughtering ground for Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao. Whether it was to establish their power or intimidate the people of the southwest into servitude, the Tibetans and Mengshe Zhao would definitely engage in a merciless massacre.


And the long war and stalemate with the Annan Protectorate army would have only inflamed their rage, which they would vent on the common people of the southwest. All of them understood this.


In this war, the Great Tang could not retreat.


A cavalryman shamefully said, "Milord, we…" Before he could continue, the sound of galloping hooves broke in. A scout, waving his messenger flag, was quickly riding to their location.


"Milord! The Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple's people have come in pursuit!"


Buzz!


The mood instantly changed, everyone becoming nervous. Even the horses beneath them seemed to sense their unease, constantly whinnying.


All of them turned to Li Siye.


"Hmph, they came very quickly!"


Li Siye snorted, his expression frigid.


In order to deal with the Great Tang, Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang had mobilized all the soldiers that the Ngari Royal Lineage had built up over the last thirty years, emptying its lands.


The plateau was only home to some nomads and scattered tribal warriors, who were completely incapable of stopping Li Siye and his Wootz Steel cavalry. In all the time that had passed, Li Siye's forces had not encountered any significant resistance.


But Li Siye's forces had made far too great of a ruckus on the Tibetan Plateau. This was no battlefield, but an unprecedented calamity, one that would deal a terrible blow to the entire Ü-Tsang Empire.


The results from Li Siye's forces spreading the plague were so severe that even the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple, several thousand li away, was alarmed. It had dispatched a large number of experts to hunt Li Siye down.


Not even Li Siye dared to engage these experts of the Great Snow Mountain in a direct confrontation. Thus, he had long ago dispatched eagles to keep watch in the sky and scouts to keep watch in all directions.


On this flat plateau, even the experts of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple had nowhere to hide. Li Siye would often spot them when they were still many li away.


"Move out!"


Li Siye patted his saddle and immediately led his soldiers away.


"It's about time for me to look at the next silk bag."


While riding, Li Siye opened up a silk bag that Wang Chong had given him before he left.
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The news from the plateau traveled much faster than expected.


Dalun Ruozan was ruminating over a model in the tent when a Tibetan officer entered and kneeled on the ground.


"Great Minister, the quartermaster has sent word that all of our cow and sheep meat has been consumed."


"What's going on? Do you need to report such a minor trifle to me?"


Dalun Ruozan turned his head and frowned, a look of displeasure on his face.


"If our food stores are exhausted, why don't you have the Tie'A tribe in the rear send up more?"


"Reporting to Great Minister: the people of the Tie'A tribe have not driven any cows or sheep to our area for more than half a month now."


"Oh?"


Dalun Ruozan finally turned completely around, a somewhat confused look on his face.


"Then the Luosili Tribe?"


The Tibetan logistics network had never been given to only one tribe. At the same time, twenty to thirty tribes, and at times even a hundred tribes, would be working to supply food to the army.


"The people of the Luosili tribe have also not appeared for ten-some days now."


"Then the Daka, the Lalan, the Feiqi?"


Dalun Ruozan listed off the names of several tribes.


"Eight or nine days ago, we lost communication with them."


Dalun Ruozan furrowed his brow, a sense of unease growing in his heart. This was not the first war between Ü-Tsang and the Great Tang, but this sort of logistical problem had never occurred before.


All the tribes of Ü-Tsang should have understood what food meant for any army, and delivering food to the soldiers was the mission of every tribe. Thus, unlike the Great Tang, the Tibetans never had any shortage of supplies.


One tribe failing to promptly deliver food was strange enough, and all of these tribes failing to appear meant that there was definitely a problem.


"Send someone to the rear and investigate what's going on!"


Dalun Ruozan's heart began to rapidly beat, an ill foreboding taking root in his mind.


Dalun Ruozan didn't need to wait long. An hour later, a panicked messenger charged into the tent.


"Reporting! Great Minister, we just received news from the plateau. A unit of Great Tang soldiers charged up to the plateau and began to wreak havoc and spread the plague. All the tribes on the plateau have suffered severe losses, and the number of sheep and cattle that have been lost is innumerable!"


The messenger kneeled on the ground, his head almost pressed against the floor, not daring to meet Dalun Ruozan's gaze. Massive beads of sweat were dripping from his forehead and plopping to the ground.


"What?!!"


Dalun Ruozan's body shuddered. Seizing the messenger, he began to shake him back and forth.


"What nonsense are you saying? How could such a thing be possible?"


"Great Minister, it's true! A Yege tribesman fleeing the plateau told me. I confirmed the fact from him three times. It's absolutely true!"


The kneeling messenger had a pale face, but his voice was extremely firm, each word clearly pronounced.


"Those people invaded the plateau more than half a month ago, and they even dispatched people to seal off the road to the plateau, allowing no news to come out. All the tribesmen that wanted to inform us died on the mountain paths. He only barely managed to escape."


"More than half a month ago?"


Dalun Ruozan's heart sank. Wasn't that when Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong were still besieged in Lion City with the Annan Protectorate army?


Wang Chong!!


In a flash, Dalun Ruozan thought of that young figure standing on the summit. If both Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong were besieged in Lion City, then the only person left who could pull off such a feat was Wang Chong.


Dalun Ruozan's heart was ice-cold.


"He found our weakness!"


More than half a month ago, Dalun Ruozan had only thoughts for the Annan Protectorate army within Lion City. The reinforcements being led down by Li Zhengyi from the north had already been scattered to the winds by Huoshu Huicang's sudden assault.


The roads to the south were guarded by layers of Tibetan cavalry. Dalun Ruozan never could have imagined that Wang Chong would succeed in breaking through the Tibetan defensive lines, much less send a unit of soldiers to kill their way up to the plateau.


As Dalun Ruozan felt his body chill, all he could think of was Wang Chong's final words to him.


'He who laughs last, laughs best!'


As more and more details were revealed, Dalun Ruozan grew ever paler, his visage uglier and uglier. The situation on the plateau was much worse than he had imagined.


The sheep plague! Dalun Ruozan had never thought that Wang Chong would use this sort of method against him. This was not a strategy targeted at people, but at the cattle and sheep of the plateau.


No one on the plateau would die to this sort of sheep plague, but Dalun Ruozan would have much preferred for Wang Chong to target his army instead.


The people of the plateau had to eat cow or sheep meat for every meal, and even their highland steeds were fed this meat. And unlike the Great Tang of the Central Plains, the cows and sheep of Ü-Tsang were raised together in massive flocks, one tribe possessing hundreds of thousands, even up to a million animals.


Once a plague broke out, a disaster of unthinkable proportions was bound to follow.


"Great Minister! Great Minister!…"


A voice came from the distance, rousing Dalun Ruozan from his daze. Opening his eyes, he realized that the messenger was still kneeling, maintaining his posture from before.


"I understand. You may go now.


"Someone! Request a meeting with the King of Mengshe Zhao. Tell him that I have something I need to request from him."


At this moment, Dalun Ruozan could only think of Mengshe Zhao and Geluofeng. Mengshe Zhao belonged to the lineage of the Great Tang, and the only person Dalun Ruozan could think of that could resolve the plateau's crisis was Geluofeng.


……


"What?! Plague?"


A fire was blazing in a large tent in the Mengshe Zhao camp, its flames clearly illuminating the faces of the people inside. Geluofeng's eyes were filled with shock after hearing the reason for Dalun Ruozan's visit.


Not even a powerful king like Geluofeng had ever imagined that such a thing could happen on the Tibetan Plateau. Someone had actually thought about using this time to invade the plateau and strike at Ü-Tsang's interior!


This news was like a slap across all their faces.


Wang Chong's art of war was like a heavenly steed coursing across the skies, so miraculous that none of them could ever imagine its limits.


"Great Minister, I understand your meaning. As an ally, I will do my best to help you. However, the people of our Mengshe Zhao primarily eat rice, and the meat they consume is pig. We never had many cows or sheep in the first place, so we rarely suffered from plague.


"Thus, when I was studying medicine in the Great Tang, the methods to deal with this sort of obscure sheep plague were not of interest of me and I never perused any such texts on the matter."


Geluofeng was attempting to be as tactful as possible. In truth, Geluofeng was sure that even in the Great Tang, finding an animal doctor who could treat the sheep plague would be no easy task.


This sort of sheep plague was far too rare amongst agricultural societies.


"I understand. Then this Dalun Ruozan will thank Your Majesty in advance," Dalun Ruozan said.


While the two were conversing, a Mengshe Zhao messenger suddenly barged into the tent, instantly attracting the gaze of everyone inside.


"Your Majesty, it's bad! The Tibetans have begun to fight with our soldiers!"


The lack of food in the Tibetan camp had finally caused problems. The ferocious and pugnacious Tibetans were urged on by their hunger and naturally began to look to their allies, the people of Mengshe Zhao.


The language barrier meant that the two sides quickly fell into conflict. Geluofeng and Dalun Ruozan quickly hurried over and pacified the conflict, but everyone knew that this was only the beginning.


……


"Young Master, they've truly begun to quarrel!"


High up on the summit, a banner flapped in the wind. Old Eagle and Wang Chong stood under the banner, both of them looking down the mountain.


Old Eagle had an elated look on his face while Wang Chong remained quiet.


"Young Master, it seems like Li Siye and the others managed to succeed," Old Eagle commented to Wang Chong.


Old Eagle was fully aware of Li Siye's mission. Wang Chong had earlier said that if the Tibetans and Mengshe Zhao began to quarrel, it meant that the Tibetans were running short of food.


In other words, Li Siye's operation in their rear had been a complete success.




"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded, his hair gently floating in the night wind. The pair had stood in the darkness for a long time, and they had observed seventeen quarrels by the light of the campfires. If someone told him that the Tibetans and Mengshe Zhao were completely fine, Wang Chong would have never believed them.


"War is cruel. Now, it's time to see what Dalun Ruozan will choose."


The Annan Protectorate army had already been forced to the wall by the lack of water, its morale plunging. Wang Chong could clearly sense the transformation in his army.


However, without sufficient supplies of cow and sheep meat, the Tibetans had run out of food and fallen into the same situation as the Annan Protectorate army.


Neither side had any advantage to speak of. All that mattered now was to see who could last the longest.


"Young Master, do Tibetans really not eat rice?" Old Eagle asked, his brow creasing. "If it's about food, Mengshe Zhao is prosperous enough to provide a large amount of food."


"Ha, that's impossible."


Wang Chong chuckled.


"The eating habits of the Tibetans are not so easy to change. Would you be able to get used to it if I had you eat meat for every meal and forbade you from eating rice? And unlike us, the Tibetans don't have a custom of cultivating rice paddies. In other words, they've never eaten rice before."


"But doesn't Mengshe Zhao also have pigs? If it's only about meat, can't pork serve as a substitute?" Old Eagle hesitantly said.


"The Tibetans have so many people and need to take three meals a day. Do you think Mengshe Zhao can raise that many pigs? It's just a cup of water over a burning cart!" Wang Chong indifferently said.


Old Eagle stared blankly at him, unable to speak for a long time.


He was right!


Pigs were different from cows and sheep. While cows and sheep could be released as herds to freely graze, no one raised pigs like this. As a result, the number of pigs would always be much smaller than the number of cows and sheep.


Even in a place as rich and prosperous as the Great Tang, a normal person was lucky to eat a few meals with pork in a single month, much less in Mengshe Zhao.


The number of pigs in Mengshe Zhao was far smaller than in the Great Tang. Even if this number was enough to supply Mengshe Zhao, how many people could it support? And for how long?


And could the Tibetans, whose stomachs were used to cow and sheep meat, really get used to pork?
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With just a laugh from Wang Chong, Old Eagle understood.


In this southern campaign, Wang Chong had deliberated and researched every one of his plans multiple times. If he were not sure that the sheep plague would be effective, he would never have used it.


Turning around, Wang Chong slowly disappeared from the edge of the summit.


Although Li Siye's cavalry had proved effective, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had still not retreated. While the problem of water remained unaddressed, Wang Chong could not relax for a single day. No one could help him in this matter—not the Imperial Court, not Xu Qiqin, or anyone else.


He had to rely on himself to think of a way.


……


"Let me tell you, everything I say is an order! When I say that you are no longer allowed to approach the people of the Wang Clan, you are forbidden from getting near them! If you insist on not listening to my advice, I might start getting tough!"


The palm of a middle-aged man slammed against the table. Wang Chong could have never imagined that while he was suffering his own plight in the southwest, in the distant capital, Xu Qiqin, the person that Wang Chong had predicted to be the future King of Logistics, was facing her own predicament.


"I might as well tell you that I've already ordered for the people the Wang Clan sent over to be driven away. You are forbidden from leaving for the next three months!"


The middle-aged man had a stern expression and the veins on his forehead were bulging. He was clearly enraged.


"Big Uncle!"


Xu Qiqin looked up at the middle-aged man, her expression equally harsh and icy.


"My relationship with the Wang Clan is my personal affair. It has nothing to do with the Xu Clan and nothing to do with you. Don't interfere with my business!"


"Bastard thing! At a time like this, you still have the nerve to say such things!"


Xu Henian was fuming, and he raised his hand and slapped it down.


"You dare!"


Xu Qiqin remained calm and fearless. It was not the place of her big uncle to deal with her. Regardless of the situation, he had acted far too out of line today.


"Xu Zhongnian, look at the fine daughter you raised. King Qi has already sent people over twice. Han-er and Rong-er were even demoted because of this fine daughter of yours. Xu Zhongnian, is this daughter of yours planning to destroy our Xu Clan?"


Xu Henian suddenly turned his head, his voice harsh as he rushed up to an ashamed-looking middle-aged man behind and began to berate him.


This person was naturally Xu Qiqin's father, Xu Zhongnian, Second Master of the Xu Clan and Xu Henian's second brother.


Although both of them were stewards of the Xu Clan, Xu Zhongnian's personality was the exact opposite of his older brother Xu Henian's. Xu Zhongnian had been unable to learn a single thing about the family trade, so he was of no help in handling clan business. On the contrary, in his younger days, he had been the source of no small number of mistakes and mishaps.


If it weren't for his daughter Xu Qiqin, he wouldn't have even been able to keep his seat as steward.


"Qin-er, listen to your big uncle. The Wang Clan is no relative or friend to us. We can't offend His Highness King Qi for their sake!"


Xu Zhongnian looked at his daughter and softly spoke, almost begging.


"Big Uncle, you dare to bring up King Qi?"


Xu Qiqin paid no attention to her father, instead twisting her head to look at her big uncle.


"Hmph, you don't even know that many members of the Xu Clan have been inexplicably removed from their positions because of you, out of the Bureau of Revenue, the Bureau of Personnel, the Bureau of Works… All of our Xu Clan's power is in those places. Do you know what this means?


"Not only that, of the clan's eighteen main revenue streams, ten have been severed, and of our sixty-eight side revenue streams, twenty-three have been severed. Have you looked at the clan's accounts? In this month alone, our revenues have shriveled, and they're continuing to drop. We don't even reach forty percent of our original levels.


"The Xu Clan has so many servants, and they all need to be paid every day, and do you think maintaining those businesses is free? A clan of this size can't stop for a single day. You've actually reduced our revenues by sixty percent. Take a look at the accounts yourself!"


As he spoke, Xu Henian took out a large stack of account books and almost slammed it down in front of Xu Qiqin.


"Our Xu lineage rose up during the era of the Sui. We outlasted the fires of war and all sorts of political storms. It was no easy task to last until today. We've truly experienced all sorts of tribulations. Do you not know what sort of person King Qi is? So right now, do you really want to force our Xu Clan into a dead end for the sake of an outsider?"


Xu Henian's eyes were spitting fire, his emotions completely exposed.


At any other time, every level of the Xu Clan would do their utmost to support their proud and talented daughter. After all, she was even cherished by the patriarch.


But this time was too much.


Han-er and Rong-er were his two most beloved, the ones he had the most hope for. He had paid a massive price to get them into the Bureau of Revenue and Bureau of Personnel.


But in the space of a single day, they had been inexplicably stripped of their rank and kicked out of their respective bureaus.


One could easily imagine Xu Henian's rage.


Xu Qiqin said nothing, only solemnly flipped through the clan accounts. She had been a very intelligent child and begun very early on to help her father inspect the clan accounts, so she was no stranger to such things.


Time slowly passed with the ashen-faced Xu Henian and the nervous Xu Zhongnian standing on the side.


Xu Qiqin slowly flipped through the accounts. Slowly, her expression turned grave.


"How could it be like this? This is too despicable."


Xu Qiqin's face was pale, her entire body trembling. Her big uncle had spoken about how the clan's revenue streams were being cut, its revenue reduced by sixty percent, but with Xu Qiqin's grasp of the accounts, she realized that the situation was even worse than Xu Henian had described.


At least eleven massive business contracts were involved, all of them recorded in the Court of Judicial Review. The moment these contracts were broken, the Xu Clan would have to pay a massive penalty.


This was several million taels of gold.


Besides that, the clan accounts clearly showed signs of tampering. This sort of thing could be hidden from others, could be hidden from her big uncle, but it could not be hidden from Xu Qiqin.


Xu Qiqin could smell the thick scent of a scheme.


There was no question that someone was plotting against the Xu Clan, and the only person Xu Qiqin could think of was King Qi.


"Well? Nothing to say now, right! Let me tell you, if you dare to step out of the main gate any time within these next three months and interact with the Wang Clan, don't blame me if I stop being nice. When the time comes, the clan will be so enraged that not even the Old Master will be able to save you."


Xu Henian noticed Xu Qiqin pale, and knew that his words had been effective. After throwing down this threat, he flicked his sleeve and left.


"Alas!"


Xu Zhongnian glanced at his daughter and gave a long sigh before leaving the room.


Xu Qiqin was left alone to stand in front of her window, speechlessly and blankly looking out.


Flapflap!


Soon after Xu Zhongnian and Xu Henian left, the flapping of wings came from outside the window. Xu Qiqin's eyes regained a bit of clarity, and she raised her head. A gray pigeon had at some point stopped in front of the open window lattice.


The golden leg wrapping around the pigeon's leg was extremely familiar. But unlike before, a thin red string had been tied around the golden wrapping.


"This is…"


This thin red string caused Xu Qiqin's expression to flicker. This was an arranged signal, only to be used when an emergency had occurred. Untying the leg wrapping, she quickly opened up the message inside. A single row of letters greeted her eyes.


'Most urgent: all supplies were detained and intercepted three hundred li from the capital!'


This simple line of words caused Xu Qiqin's heart to sink like a stone.


Big Uncle! King Qi!…


Plagued by problems internal and external, Xu Qiqin felt a great pressure surge over her. Xu Qiqin had never encountered such a situation in all her life. On one side was the clan that had raised her and on the other side was Wang Chong who had entrusted his life to her.


Xu Qiqin had to choose one.


Xu Qiqin's heart was in great suffering. She knew that King Qi would not leave her very much time.


At Xu Qiqin's side, her serving maid, Yan-er, worriedly asked, "Young Lady, what's wrong? Do we really have to offend King Qi and push the clan to the brink for Wang Chong?" She knew of her lady's feelings for Wang Chong, but things were different this time.


King Qi was an Imperial Prince of the Great Tang, and the powers he wielded inside and outside the court were complicated and intertwined. It was not anything the Xu Clan could deal with. As a clan of logisticians, the Xu Clan understood that the basic path of self-preservation relied on maintaining good relations with the imperial household, not making enemies of them.


They had far too many examples from the past.


"Yan-er, leave for a moment. I need to think alone."


Xu Qiqin returned to her chair and took on an unmoving posture, with a hand resting on her forehead. For the first time, that gorgeous face of hers seemed just a tiny bit haggard.


……


Sloshslosh!


A massive amount of ice-cold spring water was wastefully dumped out of a water bag. The Tibetan soldiers heartily laughed as they used this drinking water to wash their horses and clean their armor.


This clear water was flowing onto the ground, gathering into tiny rivulets.


"Hahaha, how comfortable!"


The Mengshe Zhao horsemen raised buckets of water and dumped them over their heads.


Scenes like this played out every day, from early to late. But when dusk came, the rivulets of water on the ground would be either buried or sprinkled with poison, leaving nothing for the Annan Protectorate army.


An anxious and fretful air had seized the mountain.


"Young Master, Dalun Ruozan is too despicable. He knows we're lacking water, so he's sending people every day to the base of the mountain to use water to unsettle our troops. If this continues, our army might fall apart without a battle."


On the summit, the generals of the Annan Protectorate army had convened. Luo Ji, Lin Wushou, Sun Liuyue, Chen Shusun… all of them reflected a deep unease in their eyes.
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The Annan Protectorate army's water problem was now quite severe, with Dalun Ruozan's surprise attack having proved highly effective. On almost the same day, Wang Chong's army found itself with not enough water to use.


Right now, even a high-ranking general like Luo Ji was finding his skin to be dry and his lips cracking. From this, one could easily imagine the severity of the army's water problem.


At present, the number of cooking fires lit by the Annan Protectorate army was not even one-tenth of what it used to be, and the drinking water for horses was under even stricter limits.


The already-plummeting morale was continuing to drop, and all the soldiers were concerned and fearful. At this very moment, Dalun Ruozan chose to spend every day wasting water to disturb the Annan Protectorate army.


"Although this a simple move, it's rather effective. We really don't have any countermeasure for it!" Old Eagle worriedly said as he peered down the mountain.


The Great Tang's water problem was no longer any secret. Even the lowest shield soldiers knew by now that the army didn't have much water left. Meanwhile, Dalun Ruozan was having people go up to the front every day and brashly use water to bathe and wash horses, provoking all the Tang soldiers.


Already in dire need of water, every person only felt their lips getting drier, their thirst more intense.


This was an instinctual reaction that was completely uncontrollable.


Even though they all knew that this was a battlefield where life and death were at stake, they still could not control their reactions.


Morale was wavering, and from the summit, even Old Eagle could sense the restlessness and unease.


"Kill the horses!" Wang Chong suddenly said.


"What?" Old Eagle asked in consternation, his brain still processing the order.


"Kill a few of the warhorses and use their blood to temporarily relieve the thirst. This is the only practical solution available to us right now," Wang Chong sternly said.


"But if we don't have warhorses, what will happen to Young Master's plans? In addition, the Annan Protectorate army doesn't have many warhorses in the first place."


Old Eagle was stunned. He had never expected Wang Chong to propose this kind of plan.


In the previous battles, the cavalry that Wang Chong had left in reserve on the summit had played an extremely important role, perhaps even reversing the course of the battle. The most elite force of Mengshe Zhao, the Dragon Son Corps led by Fengjiayi, had almost pierced straight through the entire Tang army and reached the summit.


In the end, it was Wang Chong's sudden strike of cavalry that had seized upon their weakness and cut the Dragon Son Corps in two, robbing it of its sharpness. A third of the Dragon Son Corps had died in battle, and even Fengjiayi himself had almost died on the mountain.


It was only through the dedicated efforts and protection of his subordinates that he had managed to escape.


Without warhorses, the Great Tang would lose much of its ability to maneuver.


"Just slaughter only a portion of them. Right now, delaying for one day is one extra day, and our competition is about who can last the longest. Pass on my order. Starting from now, daily water consumption will be measured in drops. Unless it is necessary, we can't afford to waste a single drop of water," Wang Chong said.


For an army of sixty thousand to measure daily water consumption by the drop was simply unthinkable for a regular army. But there was nothing else that could be done. In the past, such an order would definitely have provoked a mass panic.


But after all of Dalun Ruozan's persistent efforts, the army was now fine with this measure.


He could be considered to have made the wrong move.


"Your subordinate understands."


Old Eagle nodded.


"Besides, Dalun Ruozan's situation won't be much better than ours!"


Standing under the banner, Wang Chong looked at the opposing camp and suddenly smiled.


Dalun Ruozan was expending a great deal of effort, bringing pots, bags, and barrels of water to the base of the mountain. In front of the Annan Protectorate army, he would have his soldiers pour the water away, or use it to take baths or wash horses.


But Wang Chong didn't need to do anything, as Dalun Ruozan's own situation was already bad enough.


When lacking water, one simply had to begin rationing it.


What used to be one bag every day was now five, six, seven, or eight drops of water distributed twice a day. Though hard to endure, this was still bearable. But what would one do if one didn't have cow or sheep meat and couldn't get used to the diet of agricultural societies?


How could those people who used to eat cow and sheep every day eat rice? Eat vegetables? In their eyes, this was nothing but 'grass'!


Other people might have been able to endure through it, but the Tibetans were a fierce, courageous, and pugnacious people. They weren't the kind of people who could hold out.


From his vantage point on the mountain, Wang Chong could see that the front ranks of the army were calm. But a massive ruckus was occurring in the rear of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. Even from this distance, Wang Chong could still hear the turmoil.


In a single day, Wang Chong had personally seen seventeen or eighteen quarrels break out, all of them between the Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers. Wang Chong could guess that the Tibetans, lacking food, had immediately gone to request food from Mengshe Zhao.


After all, they were nominally allies, and Ü-Tsang was sending out soldiers for the sake of Mengshe Zhao.


Alas, the two sides spoke different languages, so this resulted in senseless quarrels, even evolving into brawls that served to only deepen misunderstandings.


If this continued, Wang Chong would only need to watch as Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang tore at each other, injuring their own soldiers.


Dalun Ruozan, even with your fiendish intelligence, you probably never thought that you would be attacked like this. If you want to deal with the Great Tang, you have to pay the price! No matter what, Ü-Tsang will never be the victor! Wang Chong silently thought as he looked into the distance.


"I need a moment of quiet. Old Eagle, I'll leave this place to you."


With these words, Wang Chong turned around and left the summit.


……


At the base of the mountain, in his tent, Dalun Ruozan's situation was far worse than Wang Chong had imagined.


A snowstorm of letters had been falling into Dalun Ruozan's hands, all of them the countless reports sent back from the scouts he had dispatched to the border between the plateau and the Great Tang's southwest. The plateau was currently experiencing an unprecedented outbreak of plague.


Hundreds of thousands, even millions, of cows and sheep were being felled by the disease. Although cows and sheep served as the primary food source of the Tibetans, once they became infected with the plague, they could no longer be consumed.


If the meat of the infected livestock were consumed, even a human would get infected and die, and there would be no way to save them.


Dalun Ruozan had needed hundreds of thousands of soldiers to force Wang Chong and the Tang into a severe water shortage, but Wang Chong had managed to cast more than half of the plateau into famine.


The plague was currently spreading out from the lands of the Ngari Royal Lineage to the rest of the plateau, its effects so large that even the Tsenpo was alarmed. The Tsenpo had already transferred a large number of soldiers to the areas bordering the lands of the Ngari Royal Lineage and set up a blockade with orders to kill any wandering cow or sheep. Soldiers had even been transferred out of the army fighting with Geshu Han.


It was easy to imagine the severity of the situation.


Even these measures could not guarantee that no fish would escape the net.


As Dalun Ruozan read through the reports, he felt more and more surprised. If it weren't for the fact that the southwest war had now entered a critical stage, he would have already ordered the entire army to withdraw.


"This Wang Clan son!!"


Dalun Ruozan clenched his fists, and veins bulged out of his forehead.


As the wise minister of the Ngari Royal Lineage, Dalun Ruozan was always grasping a feather fan, which gave him the affectation of an elegant and refined person that was difficult to anger. But this matter had completely exceeded the limits of what Dalun Ruozan could accept.


Brashly spreading plague, killing hundreds of thousands of livestock, and turning the entire plateau into a land of plague… If he didn't know his opponent so well, he would found it very difficult to imagine that a boy not even seventeen years old could come up with such a plan.


Dalun Ruozan had always believed that Wang Chong was a strategic genius who still lacked experience, but now he knew that the youth on the mountain possessed a far crueler and more frightening heart than he had imagined.


"Have we found out where that unit of a thousand-some elite cavalry is?" Dalun Ruozan said.


"Reporting to Great Minister: they arrive and leave with no trace, and they are extremely powerful. The tribal nomads of the plateau are incapable of stopping them. In addition, their weapons are extremely sharp, breaking our weapons with just a single touch."


A messenger had been kneeling at the entrance of the tent for some time.


"Sharp?"


Dalun Ruozan closed his eyes, an idea slowly forming in his mind.


The messenger remembered something and raised his head. "Oh, Great Minister, the experts of the Great Snow Mountain are in the middle of pursuing them."


"I know."


Dalun Ruozan looked up to the canopy of the tent, but the expression on his face remained unchanged. If that unit of cavalry still remained unaddressed after all this time, then it was clear that they had found some method to escape the clutches of the Great Snow Mountain.


In addition, this famine spreading over the plateau would probably affect Ü-Tsang for years, even decades. The plateau was already a living hell.


The damage was done, so any measures were simply too late.


"Pass on my order. This news is forbidden from being spread. Until the war is over, not a single person is allowed to know what happened on the plateau."


Dalun Ruozan closed his eyes, his clothes trembling. In his decades as Great Minister, he had never once been forced into such a state.


"Yes, Great Minister."


The messenger rose and was prepared to leave, but he paused a moment before fully standing up.


"Speak! What did you think of?" Dalun Ruozan said without even opening his eyes.


The messenger worked up the courage to turn to the Great Minister, his eyes filled with concern. "Great Minister, what if that brat on the summit… He knows how to speak our Tibetan tongue." That boy of the Wang Clan had been the architect of everything. Right now was the best time for him to spread this news.


"He won't!"


Dalun Ruozan immediately refuted the notion. He raised his head, his eyes still shut, his face emotionless.


"Although he spread the plague, if he's truly smart, he'll never say it. No one would ever believe him if he did."


Many people knew that there was a problem with the Tibetan food supply, but no one could have imagined that this had to do with an unprecedented plague ravaging the Tibetan Plateau.


Because no one had ever imagined it, they would never believe it, especially since Wang Chong was an enemy.
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"Reporting!"


The voice of a messenger interrupted Wang Chong's train of thought.


"Young Master, word has been sent that another seventeen soldiers collapsed during sentry duty. This is the twelfth incident today. My fellow soldiers have already sent them to be treated by the military physicians."


The messenger respectfully kneeled on the slope, right in front of the area where the banner fluttered high in the sky.


Wang Chong's heart sank, but he quickly regained his composure.


"I understand. You can handle this matter yourselves in the future. There's no need to report it to me."


"Yes, Young Master."


The messenger respectfully withdrew.


"Chong-er, this is how war is. Where there's victory, there's defeat, and where there's war, there's death. This is unavoidable. That things are like this at the moment is already rather decent. The righteous do not grasp for wealth and the kind do not command soldiers. As a general, you shouldn't feel sad about the deaths of your subordinates. Instead, you should think about how to lead your army to victory and avoid even more deaths.


"This is the true way of a general!"


A long sigh and heavy footsteps came from behind Wang Chong. Wang Yan, dressed in martial attire, had at some point walked up from behind to speak these sincere and heartfelt words.


"Father, I know. But this sort of thing is still unavoidable!" Wang Chong responded.


In this battle, the entire southwest army, even his father and Xianyu Zhongtong, were all only watching Dalun Ruozan and Geluofeng.


In their view, this was a battle so typical that it couldn't get any more typical.


But this was far from the only thing that Wang Chong saw.


'A dam of one thousand li can be broken by a single ant hole.' The massive empire of the Great Tang might have its fate decided by this single battle. The Great Tang could not lose the southwestern war.


This war involved the future of the entire Great Tang.


"Young Master has an honest and generous heart. That we could reach this point is all due to Young Master's efforts. The Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army has currently suffered casualties even worse than ours. As for what will happen in the future, Xianyu… doesn't care that much."


Another voice came out of the darkness. Xianyu Zhongtong was striding over with a moderate pace, neither rushed nor slow, in the end seating himself to the left of Wang Chong.


"Young Master, you were looking for us?"


"Chong-er, just say whatever you need to say."


Wang Yan walked over as well.


As commanders of the army, this pair rarely left their stations. Things were different, however, if it was by Wang Chong's order. The pair had actually been watching Wang Chong sit in deep thought for a while, neither of them wanting to disturb him.


He's truly grown up!


Wang Yan glanced at Wang Chong seated under the banner, his figure clearly much leaner than before, and sighed in relief. From that troublemaking and unfilial son to someone who was willing to risk himself and rush over vast distances for the sake of the Great Tang, the Central Plains, and the people of the southwest… the changes in Wang Chong had not been small.


Although Wang Yan even now did not understand how Wang Chong became so skilled in the art of war, none of that was important now. As a father, Wang Yan felt a great pride.


"Father, Lord Xianyu, time is running out. In just a few days, Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao will begin to move. This time, the Tibetans won't give any leeway. This will be the last and decisive battle between us and the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army."


There was no exchange of pleasantries. Wang Chong cut straight to the point in his words to these two pillars supporting the Great Tang's southwest.


His words immediately caused the mood to turn grim.


This matter involved the lives of sixty thousand soldiers and the well-being of the countless civilians of the southwest, so Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong also began to show grim expressions.


"Young Master, if there's anything you need to say, simply give the word. If Xianyu's help is required, I will do my utmost to cooperate!" Xianyu Zhongtong solemnly said.


In the defeat of the southwest, he held the greatest blame, needed to shoulder the greatest burden. In a certain way, everything Wang Chong had done was helping him.


Wang Yan nodded in agreement.


Swish!


Wang Chong waved his hand in front of him, and countless bits of dust and dirt began to gather. When he moved his palm away, a miniature model had appeared beneath the banner.


As the de facto commander of the Great Tang army, Wang Chong had branded the disposition of the battlefield onto his mind.


"In these current circumstances, we are in a race with Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao. We're currently facing a water shortage, but Dalun Ruozan is doing no better. In terms of manpower… although we've lost forty percent of our forces, leaving us with only sixty thousand soldiers, the Tibetans only have three hundred thousand soldiers remaining. Their advantage is weakening all the time.


"The critical point is no longer the manpower of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army…"


Wang Chong's voice faded as he slowly swept his gaze over the two Great Tang commanders.


"Young Master means…"


Xianyu Zhongtong slightly frowned, a doubtful look in his eyes. Wang Chong's strategic train of thought clearly surpassed his, and even Protector-General Zhangchou might not have been able to do much better.


So at times, Wang Chong needed to clearly state things, as he truly found it difficult to keep up with his leaps in thought.


Wang Chong didn't say anything, instead taking out four stones and placing them on the model to indicate areas in the Tibetan and Mengshe Zhao armies.


"Huoshu Huicang, Geluofeng, Duan Gequan, and Dalun Ruozan… Dalun Ruozan is a minister, so the true problem facing us is the three Great Generals of Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao!"


Wang Chong put the stone representing Dalun Ruozan down and then took it back up again.


Dalun Ruozan knew martial arts, but in Wang Chong's view, the greater threat was in his intelligence and schemes, not his martial prowess. The true menaces to the Great Tang were Huoshu Huicang, Geluofeng, and Duan Gequan, these three supreme experts of the Great General level.


"Young Master Wang, I understand your meaning."


Xianyu Zhongtong creased his brow.


"In the current situation, Huoshu Huicang can be fended off with General Wang Yan's Mighty Miracle God. For Duan Gequan, I can use the Vajra God to oppose him. As for Geluofeng… as the King of Mengshe Zhao, he won't enter the battlefield lightly. Thus, we aren't facing that great of a problem."


"That he hasn't yet entered the battlefield doesn't mean that he won't!" Wang Chong said.


Xianyu Zhongtong instantly fell quiet.


Wang Chong was correct. Geluofeng had not participated in the battle, but that was because the situation had not gotten serious enough for him to step onto the field. Once he entered the field, the current strength of the Annan Protectorate army would be utterly insufficient to stop him!


Fortunately, in the Great Tang's long history of foreign expeditions from the era of Taizong to the Sage Emperor, it had produced a set of very effective and unrivalled formations that could use a large number of weaker experts to contend against singular powers.


"If we don't resolve this power, we'll always be on the defense, waiting for Dalun Ruozan to attack us. In addition, we'll never be able to escape our current plight," Wang Chong sternly said.


At these words, the eyes of Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong brightened. The number of supreme experts in the Annan Protectorate army could not compare to those in the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. There was no question on this point.


Thus, from the very start, they had all decided on a plan to buy time and wait for reinforcements from the Imperial Court.


But Wang Chong's intentions were clearly different now.


"Young Master means… that there really is some other method?" Xianyu Zhongtong skeptically asked.


Wang Chong was truly a great master of the art of war—he had no doubt about that. But if Wang Chong claimed that he could intervene in a fight between supreme experts, he wouldn't dare to believe such a thing.


Wang Yan said nothing, but his eyes clearly communicated his suspicions.


"Father, you fought with Huoshu Huicang. What do you think of him?"


Wang Chong didn't directly answer the question, instead asking his father a question.


"Huoshu Huicang is extremely powerful, and he's extremely strong when he's transformed into that golden Buddha, with an equally powerful defense. I had gathered the strength of fifty to sixty top-class generals and was even bolstered by the strength of the rest of the army when using the Mighty Miracle God, but I still wasn't able to suppress him," Wang Yan said, a contemplative look on his face.


Although the Great Tang had many people, it was still one country. It couldn't possibly fight against all the foreign countries of the world at once. This was like one person contending against the world. Consequently, formations that could gather the strength of an army like the Mighty Miracle God and Vajra God were of utmost importance in contending against enemy supreme experts.


In truth, this was a method that had only been thought up and researched after the Great Tang gathered together countless experts.


It was only because Wang Yan was a descendant of a clan of ministers and generals, the son of Duke Jiu, that he could obtain the Mighty Miracle God Formation.


"Father, if you fight with Huoshu Huicang again, you need to target his armpit or Jingfu acupuncture point."


Wang Chong's eyes glimmered in the darkness as he spoke.


"Oh?"


Wang Yan stared at Wang Chong in surprise.


"Chong-er, where did you hear this from?"


Huoshu Huicang was an Ü-Tsang Great General, and Wang Yan was seeing the Vairocana Buddha Golden Body Mantra for the first time. Not even he knew about this weakness in the armpit or the Jingfu point, and this was Wang Chong's first time on the southwest battlefield. Wang Yan had no idea how his son could know of such things.


"Father knows that your child used to spend a lot of time messing around. I learned some Tibetan, so I became extremely close to a few Tibetans in the capital. Your child once happened to hear that the majority of the martial arts of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple have their weakness in the armpit or the Jingfu point. If Father fights with Huoshu Huicang, there's no harm in trying. You might get a surprising result," Wang Chong sincerely said.


Wang Chong had naturally not made the acquaintance of any Tibetans in the capital. If the descendant of a noble clan got close to 'barbarians', it was very easy for them to be excluded by others.


But Wang Chong had needed to say such things to convince his father.


The Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple had eight schools of martial arts, and they naturally wouldn't all have their flaws in the armpit or Jingfu point. In the battle two days ago, although Wang Chong hadn't exchanged blows with Huoshu Huicang, he had gained a grasp of his meridian network.


As the War Saint who had once resided at the peak of the Saint Martial realm, Wang Chong still had a little of his keen insight.
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"If this is the case, then I can try when the time comes."


Wang Yan was still skeptical, but he had no better methods, so he was willing to try Wang Chong's suggestion.


"Right, Father, with regards to the Mighty Miracle God Formation, I once heard a little about it from Senior Su Zhengchen. Perhaps it could be of use to you," Wang Chong added, pretending to suddenly recall something.


"The War God?!!"


Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong shivered as they turned in shock to Wang Chong.


"Young Master Wang, you know the War God?!"


Xianyu Zhongtong grabbed Wang Chong's arm with an expression of extreme excitement. He knew that Wang Chong was very talented, but he had never expected Wang Chong to know the almost mythical War God of the Great Tang.


That person was a godlike existence in the Great Tang. Many people even said that he was dead. Yet Wang Chong claimed that he actually knew that most esteemed War God.


"Chong-er, are you telling the truth?"


Even his father Wang Yan seemed quite stunned.


Wang Yan had left the capital quite some time ago, so he did not know of Su Zhengchen's situation. As for Xianyu Zhongtong, he had been living in the southwest, and the distance from the capital made it difficult for news to travel, so he was even more unaware.


In truth, even in the capital, only an extremely small circle of people knew of Wang Chong's relationship with Su Zhengchen.


"Your child is definitely not lying," Wang Chong said.


It was forbidden to speak about anything from his last life, so Wang Chong was forced to use Su Zhengchen's name to explain. In addition, Su Zhengchen spent most of his time in his estate, refusing guests at the gate. Outsiders had no chance to meet, and his father would probably be no different.


"No wonder Young Master Chong has such a profound grasp of the art of war."


Xianyu Zhongtong's eyes glowed as if he had discovered the source of Wang Chong's astonishing talent. Although Wang Chong was still very young, everything could be easily explained if the War God was involved.


"Chong-er, what did Senior Su say?"


Wang Yan creased his brow. He was more concerned about what Su Zhengchen had said than about the source of Wang Chong's astonishing talent.


Wang Chong paused for a few moments before giving out the method to advance the Mighty Miracle God Formation.


In his last life, once the disaster descended and the countless foreign invaders began to surge in, the mountains and rivers began to shatter and the earth began to sunder. All the secret martial art manuals no longer remained secret.


As the Grand Marshal of the world, the supreme 'War Saint', Wang Chong had once researched the supreme war formations of the Great Tang to use them in war.


Although time had been limited and Wang Chong had not been able to delve into everything, he had still come away with some results. And the Mighty Miracle God Formation, as the formation that his father had been most skilled in, was one with which he had achieved the earliest results.


Although it was impossible to greatly increase the power of the Mighty Miracle God Formation in such a short amount of time, a small increase in its offensive power was achievable.


As Wang Yan listened to this method, he grew more and more surprised. He had been using the Mighty Miracle God Formation for six or seven years now and knew every detail of it by heart.


But it was precisely for this reason that when Wang Yan heard this method, he knew that this was an even higher level of the skill.


Wang Chong said that this was a kind of method, but it would be better to describe this as a technique called 'Mighty Miracle Strike'. It allowed for a large boost of power over a very short time that permitted one to unleash an abnormally powerful blow.


This move would place an incredible burden on the bodies of all the people in the formation, but it was truly capable of increasing one's offensive power.


"Senior Su really told you this?" Wang Yan muttered in shock.


All the supreme formations of the Great Tang had long histories, had been refined hundreds of times. Formations like the Mighty Miracle God could be dated to as far back as Taizong's era.


Wang Yan had never imagined that someone could further improve this kind of formation that the country relied on to an even higher level.


"Lord Protector-General, speak with my son for a bit. I have something to attend to."


Now that he had obtained the method to improve the Mighty Miracle God Formation, Wang Yan was impatient to leave. The Mighty Miracle God Formation was linked to the outcome of this battle, so Wang Yan could not wait.


The moment Wang Yan left, Xianyu Zhongtong asked, "Young Master Wang, why did I never hear you mention the old War God before?" This matter was truly the most surprising thing he had heard today.


"With the enemy here, how could Wang Chong be in the mood to discuss such things?" Wang Chong said with a bitter smile. From a certain perspective, it wouldn't be overboard to say that he was Su Zhengchen's successor, but Su Zhengchen was not his master in the art of war. On the contrary, Su Zhengchen had lost to him in that aspect.


If not for the urgency of the situation, Wang Chong wouldn't have even brought the matter up.


"Young Master is correct."


Xianyu Zhongtong was filled with a deep awe.


"What thoughts does Young Master have on the coming battle?"


"Lord Protector-General, what are your thoughts on Mengshe Zhao Great General Duan Gequan?" Wang Chong somberly asked.


"Oh?"


Xianyu Zhongtong frowned, his expression turning grave. He had originally believed that Wang Chong would ask him about the Vajra God Formation. He didn't think Wang Chong would ask about Duan Gequan.


"I didn't want to say anything, but since Young Master has asked, I'll say it straight. In this war, the one I'm worried about the most isn't Huoshu Huicang, but Duan Gequan."


Xianyu Zhongtong had an extremely solemn expression. In the time that Wang Chong had known him, this was his first time seeing Xianyu Zhongtong so serious.


Wang Chong sat upright and indicated that he was willing to listen.


"Wolves stand out in the open. No matter how vicious or numerous they are, you can mentally prepare yourself to face them. But a venomous snake hiding in the grass can't be seen or heard, so you can't defend yourself against it. Duan Gequan is this venomous snake."


In the darkness, Xianyu Zhongtong spoke a set of words that shocked Wang Chong. Xianyu Zhongtong gave off the impression of an honest, loyal, and upright individual.


Wang Chong had never imagined that Xianyu Zhongtong would have such a high evaluation of Duan Gequan, nor that Xianyu Zhongtong, though seeming careless and crude, was actually keeping a close eye on everything.


"Lord Protector-General, what happened at the battle of Erhai?"


Wang Chong finally voiced the question that concerned him the most. He was sure that Xianyu Zhongtong would have never said such words if he had not experienced that most miserable and unforgettable experience.


Xianyu Zhongtong's eyes twitched, his face twisting in his reluctance to think back.


"Duan Gequan has never been one to rashly move out. He's always staring at you, watching, seeking out your weaknesses, until he can deliver the fatal blow at the crucial moment."


A bloody light emerged in Xianyu Zhongtong's eyes. The battle of Erhai would always be the greatest defeat of his life, the deepest disgrace, the nightmare that he would never be able to forget.


Even when Wang Chong asked, he was still unwilling to recall those things.


The banner flapped in the wind, and as Wang Chong looked at that protector-general who was bound to be cursed by the world, he saw the pain, hatred, and shame in his eyes, and felt deeply moved.


Wang Chong's understanding of Xianyu Zhongtong had always come from the mouths of others, from the gossip about him on the streets of the capital. Besides this, Wang Chong knew nothing else of him.


For the first time, Wang Chong was understanding the world deep within the mind of this 'criminal of the Great Tang'.


"I understand."


Wang Chong earnestly nodded.


"I'll have to trouble Milord with Duan Gequan. In addition, Wang Chong has another matter that he would like to discuss with Lord Protector-General."


"Oh?"


Slightly moved, Xianyu Zhongtong finally showed a sliver of surprise.


No one knew what they discussed, only that Xianyu Zhongtong left very late.


"Young Master, rest at ease. If that situation really does occur, Xianyu will pay any price to hold him down."


Xianyu Zhongtong had an incredibly serious expression on his face.


"Then I'll have to trouble Lord Protector-General," Wang Chong said as he sent him off.


Once Xianyu Zhongtong left, the summit returned to silence. Wang Chong stood alone beneath the banner, his mind unsettled. The state of the battle meant that what he could do was extremely limited.


No one knew how this battle would end up, not Huoshu Huicang, Dalun Ruozan, Wang Chong, or Xianyu Zhongtong. But Wang Chong did know that the outcome of this battle would soon be decided.


"I wonder how Dalun Ruozan is doing?"


Wang Chong suddenly thought about his opponent down below. Although his situation was poor, Wang Chong knew that Dalun Ruozan's situation was certainly not much better.


……


Dalun Ruozan's situation truly was very poor.


"Reporting! Another twenty soldiers fell ill from the climate and were sent to Mengshe Zhao's military physicians."


A Tibetan messenger kneeled on the ground, his head lowered. More than seven such messengers were lined up in the tent.


Another Tibetan messenger finally couldn't help but say, "Great Minister, the food of Mengshe Zhao is not suitable for us. The soldiers are all suffering diarrhea. Great Minister must think of a way to resolve the food problem."


"I know. You're all dismissed."


Dalun Ruozan waved his hand, in a foul mood.


A voice came from behind him. "We can't last for too long. We nomads still can't adapt to their food." The god-like figure of Huoshu Huicang was standing like an unmoving statue behind Dalun Ruozan.


Dalun Ruozan gave a long sigh.


Huoshu Huicang was right, and how could he not know of it?


The entire Tibetan army was currently eating the food of Mengshe Zhao. The problem of hunger was temporarily addressed, but the entire army was suffering diarrhea.


A few of the soldiers had such fierce bouts of diarrhea that they even fainted.


This was the result of Tibetan stomachs failing to adapt to Mengshe Zhao food.


And for the Tibetans, the ultimate result was a swift plunge in the fighting power of the army. If this continued, in five to seven days, the Tibetan army would lose the ability to threaten the Annan Protectorate army.


"We no longer have any other method. This is our last resort. Right now, this war is about who can last the longest, who will fall first. We cannot retreat now, nor do we have the ability to.


"If we can't occupy the southwest, the heavy price we have paid will be for nothing," Dalun Ruozan harshly declared.
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Although there was nothing in front of him, Dalun Ruozan felt that a pair of eyes had been watching him all this time.


This was an invisible contest, and no matter what, Dalun Ruozan would not permit himself to lose, much less to a seventeen-year-old boy.


"But can you really be confident that we can outlast them?" Huoshu Huicang asked, as sharp as ever.


Dalun Ruozan instantly fell quiet.


This was a race, and in this race, neither he nor Wang Chong held any sort of advantage. Thus, neither side naturally had any confidence to declare that they could last until the end.


"No matter what, we can never lose. Definitely not!"


Dalun Ruozan clenched his fists.


Alas, if only I had a little more time.


Dalun Ruozan looked up at the roof of tent, leaving these words unspoken.


Flapflap!


Suddenly, Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang heard the flapping of wings and a thump. It seemed like someone had left something on the tent.


It took only a few moments for a black pigeon to slide down from the top of the tent and enter.


"Mm?"


Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang looked at each other, the surprise evident in both their eyes. This was no ordinary carrier pigeon. If he remembered correctly, they had received a pigeon like this not too long ago.


For a second to arrive so soon was not a normal sign.


"I'll go and take a look."


After a few moments of silence, Huoshu Huicang strode past Dalun Ruozan and untied the message from the leg of the black pigeon. As he glanced over the letter, he began to frown, his expression turning stranger and stranger.


"What's wrong?"


"Congratulations! The thing you anticipated has occurred!"


Huoshu Huicang flicked his finger and sent the letter into Dalun Ruozan's hand. Flabbergasted, Dalun Ruozan looked down at the letter, and his expression instantly changed.


"Wonderful!"


Dalun Ruozan couldn't help but shout at this news, completely elated.


"Time is now on our side."


Dalun Ruozan's creased brow instantly relaxed, the heavy clouds clearing away.


Wang Zhongsi's appearance had shaken the entire plateau. The entire Ü-Tsang Empire once more felt an unprecedented threat, with even the Tsenpo feeling a deep unease, finding it hard to eat or sleep.


After all, Wang Zhongsi was one of the few people to have succeeded in invading the plateau. He had even almost managed to occupy the capital. The Tsenpo feared Wang Zhongsi even more than he feared the plague now spreading across the plateau.


The black pigeon had only brought a single piece of news: in order to deal with Wang Zhongsi, the Tsenpo had even transferred the forces of the Lhasa Royal Lineage, the Yatse Royal Lineage, and a portion of the capital's guards to Longxi to reinforce King of Generals We Tadra Khonglo.


It had to be stated that the Tsenpo had always remained above the four royal lineages and rarely involved himself in wars between the empire and other countries. His actions clearly conveyed how deeply the Tsenpo feared Wang Zhongsi.


This was a surprising harvest to Dalun Ruozan. There was no doubt that he had won even more time.


"Hahaha, pass on my order. After another two days, we'll start looking for a day to do battle!"


Dalun Ruozan's laughter resounded over the tent, and this newest order was quickly spread across the entire Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


"Let's go, Huoshu Huicang! Let us eat the rice of Erhai."


Dalun Ruozan roared with laughter, his entire face suffused with a ruddy glow as he walked out of the tent.


……


"The situation doesn't look good! The Tibetans are starting fires to cook rice!"


On the mountain, several generals of the Annan Protectorate army had gathered, and Lin Wushou was looking down the mountain, his brow deeply furrowed.


The Tibetans and Mengshe Zhao were sending scouts every day to keep watch on the mountain, so why wouldn't the Annan Protectorate army keep a close watch on them?


The number of cooking fires in the Tibetan camp was at least ten times as many as it had been the last few days.


"The Tibetans are eating the food of Mengshe Zhao," Lin Wushou said with a gloomy expression.


It was no secret that the Tibetan food supply had been cut off and that they were now eating the food provided by Mengshe Zhao. But the situation this time was completely different.


The sudden increase in the number of cooking fires indicated that the Tibetans had completely accepted the food of Mengshe Zhao.


A people that lived on horseback had truly managed to stomach the food of an agricultural society.


Luo Ji, standing to one side, said with a face fraught with concern, "If this is the case, we're in trouble. The Tibetans can use Mengshe Zhao food to relieve their food problems, but we don't have any way to deal with our water problem, guaranteeing our loss."


"We must relay this matter to Young Master."


Zhao Hong turned to look at Old Eagle."


"Old Eagle, you have the best relationship with Young Master. You should inform him."


"There's no need!"


Old Eagle calmly stood on the summit, unmoving in the gentle breeze.


"Young Master knew of this long ago, so there's no need for me to go and tell him. In addition, Young Master has enough problems to deal with. In the future, there's no need to bother him about such things."


The sixty thousand soldiers, the entire southwest, and even the Imperial Court had entrusted their hopes to Wang Chong.


Old Eagle spent every day at Wang Chong's side, so only he understood how much pressure Wang Chong was enduring. Old Eagle truly wished that he could bear some of this pressure for Wang Chong, but his abilities were too lacking.


In the end, his Young Master was only seventeen years old!


The other generals immediately fell silent at Old Eagle's words. Luo Ji, Lin Wushou, and Zhao Hong all began to look up the mountain. They could all faintly make out the back of that figure sitting cross-legged on the ground.


……


Water, water… Is there really nothing to be done?


Wang Chong sat alone, his mind abuzz with activity.


He had long ago noticed the movements of Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang, but the Tibetan supply problems were not so easily addressed. Inability to adapt to the climate and a difference in food culture could not be solved by Dalun Ruozan making his stance clear.


But Dalun Ruozan was undoubtedly using his movements to express his resolve. At the very least, there was no problem with lasting for several more days.


But Wang Chong did not have such a luxury.


The Annan Protectorate army was completely out of water, and the warhorses could not continue to be slaughtered. Otherwise, once the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army came attacking again, the Great Tang's defeat would be certain.


The Great Tang was currently surrounded by enemies and was on the verge of collapse.


Water, water—there must be a way.


Wang Chong sat in bitter thought, recalling all the memories he had regarding water from his last life. But his efforts were fruitless.


Mountains!


When Wang Chong chose to encamp his army on this terrain, he foresaw that water would be an irresolvable problem.


As time slowly passed, Wang Chong's mind continued to be blank.


That the war had lasted to this stage had already surpassed his expectations, but no matter what, he still couldn't lose.


Whoosh!


The sound of a rolling stone suddenly interrupted his thoughts.


"Careful!"


Wang Chong raised his head and saw that there was some sort of turmoil in the distance. Some warhorse had accidently kicked against a rock, causing it to roll down the mountain and toward a spearman.


Buzz!


As Wang Chong followed that boulder with his eyes, he suddenly had an idea.


"That's right! Hahaha, how could I forget!"


Wang Chong instantly began to laugh in excitement.


"I've thought of a way! Dalun Ruozan, you've lost for sure."


……


Thump!


A longsword swung down, after which there was a crack. A piece of a stone had been cut away, leaving behind a smooth surface, but no one could see anything special about this. The crowd of people looked in confusion at the one who had given this order, Wang Chong.


"Young Master, what are we searching for?" a general asked.


An hour ago, Wang Chong had issued this rather strange order, but he had never explained the reason.


"There's no need to concern yourself. Just do as I say."


Wang Chong turned and left with the flick of a sleeve.


Thump!


A second, third, fourth place… Wang Chong brought people from place to place across the mountain to excavate and dig, but no one knew what Wang Chong's goal was. Even Old Eagle's head was in the fog.


Only Wang Chong knew what he was looking for: a source of water!


All mountains had the ability to store and preserve some water. This would be a shallow layer of water on the surface layer. Seeping out of the rocks, this water could serve as a direct source.


Although there wasn't much of this water, it was still extremely precious to the Annan Protectorate army. The tiniest water source was enough to alter the circumstances of the Annan Protectorate army and raise morale.


Wang Chong and Dalun Ruozan were both in extremely foul situations. Although Dalun Ruozan had managed to use Mengshe Zhao food to serve as a replacement, this only treated the symptom. It was an expedient measure that wouldn't be able to last for long.


Wang Chong was well aware that this was an invisible race. The one who reached their breaking point first would be the first to fall!


"Again!"


Wang Chong turned and left with the flick of a sleeve.


Once, twice, thrice… although he failed time and time again, never finding the shallow layer of water that he hoped to find, Wang Chong was not at all discouraged. The surface layer of any mountain should possess this shallow layer of water. It was just a question of quantity and the different courses the water would take depending on where it gathered.


In Wang Chong's memories, even a place like the Western Regions had 'karez' wells used to capture the water flowing off the mountains, so there was no reason for this tall mountain in the southwest to not have such a thing.


More importantly, a massive downpour had occurred not too long ago, so fierce that it was impossible to tell friend from foe. In such a short time, it was simply unreasonable for this mountain to not have preserved any of this water.


Even if this mountain couldn't hold water very well, there was no reason for the water to flow away so quickly.


No matter what, this place definitely has water!


Wang Chong clenched his fists, his eyes shining. No one on the mountain knew what he was doing, and many of them looked at him doubtfully. Yet Wang Chong was confident that he could find a source of water.
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Thump!


With another massive boom, after countless tries and failures which had covered the entire mountain in the marks of excavation, the sword finally struck true. Clear and cold water began to gush out from the break in the stone.


As this water splashed in the air and sprinkled the bodies of the soldiers, all of them were struck dumb. Even the messenger who was wielding the Wootz Steel sword was frozen in the act of holding the sword high, water drenching his body as he stood dumbstruck.


"Water! It's water! It's actually water!"


"Young Master actually managed to dig water out from a mountain!"


……


Luo Ji, Lin Wushou, Zhao Hong, and Old Eagle were dumbfounded as well. Meanwhile, the surrounding soldiers couldn't contain their excitement, and began to shout and jump. Everyone knew that the young master had issued a strange order to dig around the mountain.


But it had never occurred to any of them that this had to do with water. Not even Old Eagle had thought of this possibility.


For water to be found beneath the dry, thick, and near-lifeless rocks of this mountain was essentially a miracle to these people.


Boom!


In an instant, the surrounding soldiers lunged forward and began to take up the water gushing out from the crack and slurp it up, trembling as they drank.


The Great Tang's water supply had run out several days ago!


And before that, all of them had experienced a long period of rationing. Every person had their daily water consumption measured in drops. And the water used to cook their rice was almost nil.


As early as a few days ago, the rice being cooked was half raw for the simple reason of lack of water.


In these circumstances, they had all been dizzy from hunger, their mouths and tongues dry. More importantly, the lack of water had caused all of them to feel extremely weak and tired.


No one could imagine the feeling when a person who had been thirsty for so long suddenly came upon a source of fresh water.


This sort of feeling could make one go crazy.


"What are you standing around for? There are so many soldiers—you think this is enough?" Wang Chong said, standing on the mountain.


The messenger stared blankly before seeming to wake from his stupor. "Yes, Young Master!" He quickly ran off to follow Wang Chong, a joyous look on his face. Sixty thousand soldiers naturally could not be supplied by this one spring of water. While waving the sword, he had no idea of the importance of his mission. If he had known, he would have been much more diligent.


"Young Master, just give the word and I'll go!…"


One, two, three… spring after spring was cleaved open out of the rocky surface, the cold and clear water flowing out of the cracks. As this water began to flow, the entire army rumbled to life.


Horses and soldiers began to happily drink. After all the time that had passed, this was the happiest and most exciting of all days. They even began to light the cooking fires early to make rice in celebration.


The warhorses neighed, the joy and excitement evident in their cries.


"Chong-er, how long can this water last us?"


On the summit of the mountain, under the fluttering banner, Wang Yan, Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Chong stood side by side.


Below them, the men and horses of the entire army were gulping down water. Many people were even using their helmets to carry water, and all of them were so elated and excited that their faces had gone red.


One could describe this as the happiest sight Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong had seen throughout this campaign.


"I also don't know."


Wang Chong gave a faint smile, but his answer took Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan by surprise. Just how much water this mountain could hold and how long it could keep flowing was something that no one could predict.


Wang Chong had nothing to say about this point.


"…However, it definitely won't be able to last for long," Wang Chong said. The surface layer of water was limited. Although it was impossible to estimate, one could make the rough judgment that it wouldn't be able to last for very long.


"But Young Master is still letting everyone rashly drink the water, cook with it, and water the horses?"


Xianyu Zhongtong turned his head, his complexion slightly paling.


A general's duty was on the battlefield, in arranging his forces and defeating the enemy. As for logistics, excavating water on mountains, geography, and forging steel walls, these were simply not Xianyu Zhongtong's expertise.


Xianyu Zhongtong had originally believed that Wang Chong dared to allow such reckless use of water because there was enough to go around. He had never imagined that Wang Chong would give such an answer.


On the mountain, everyone was gulping this water down, the horses drinking until their bellies were swollen. There was no attempt to store any of this water, and it was being splashed all over the mountain.


This was already a great waste!


"Young Master, the water problem concerns the fate of the army. It's still not too late to implement rationing!" Xianyu Zhongtong sternly said, his expression grave.


Wang Yan said nothing, but his brow began to slowly crease. It was clear that he tended toward Xianyu Zhongtong's view. If these springs of water were limited, water rationing was a must.


This was a concept any general had to understand.


"No! There's no need for rationing!"


Wang Chong shook his head and smiled, his expression composed and easygoing. He gave off a feeling like everything was within his grasp.


"Father, Lord Xianyu, in the current situation, not only should we not be rationing, we should be releasing any constraints and allowing the army to enjoy and waste as much water as they want!"


Both Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong were stupefied. As the two highest-ranked commanders of the southwest battlefield, this pair had experienced countless battles. Yet Wang Chong's answer had still perplexed them.


"Why is this?" Wang Yan asked with a frown. Both of them stared at Wang Chong. In the current circumstances, wasting water was no wise decision, but the two of them believed that Wang Chong had a good explanation.


"Father, Lord Xianyu, given how the southwest war has gone, do you think it's best if we quickly resolve things or continue to delay?" Wang Chong said.




"This…"


These two commanders both fell quiet.


In the past, the pair would definitely have wanted to delay, the more the better. This would give enough time for the Imperial Court to dispatch reinforcements.


But now, neither Wang Yan nor Xianyu Zhongtong dared to make such claims.


No one knew when any reinforcements would come. If no reinforcements were coming, then if the army was lacking water, any further delay would be very disadvantageous to the army. After all, people could go three days without a meal, but not without water.


Dalun Ruozan only needed to put up with it and continue his siege to completely topple the Annan Protectorate army. And when that time came, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army wouldn't need to sacrifice a single soldier to wipe out the Annan Protectorate army!


This made it the worst of all plans.


"Young Master Wang, I understand your meaning," Xianyu Zhongtong suddenly said.


"We'll do as you say!"


Wang Yan solemnly nodded.


……


On the other side, while the Tang soldiers were delighting in the water and drinking their fill, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army below was struck dumb.


Several horsemen galloped off, quickly delivering this news to the ears of Dalun Ruozan and Geluofeng.


"Even this sort of thing is possible?"


In the tent, when Geluofeng heard this news, he almost immediately stood up and rushed out. But by the time Geluofeng arrived on the scene, two stalwart figures had already arrived, observing the mountain.


"This is impossible!"


As he saw the water gushing out of the mountain and heard it gurgling down the slopes, Dalun Ruozan's face went ghastly white. The massive impact caused his entire body to tremble.


"…How could there be such a thing? This is impossible! Absolutely impossible!"


Dalun Ruozan's eyes were opened as wide as they could. Let alone Geluofeng, even his longtime partner Huoshu Huicang had never seen him reveal this sort of expression.


Dalun Ruozan was known as a 'cultured minister', a 'wise minister', and he gave off the impression that he would remain unruffled even if Mount Tai collapsed in front of him. Even in their fiercest battle with Zhangchou Jianqiong, Huoshu Huicang had never seen him show this sort of complexion.


This scene taking place before him had clearly given him an enormous shock.


Transforming air into water, digging water out of a mountain? Such matters exceeded the bounds of imagination. After all, these were stones! Stones!


For a moment, Dalun Ruozan's body was as cold as a block of ice.


Before the battle of Erhai had even broken out, Wang Chong had seemingly predicted it and erected Lion City on the Erhai plains; Dalun Ruozan could accept that. Wang Chong had broken through all the defenses set up in the north and smoothly reached Erhai; Dalun Ruozan could also accept that. Even the fact that Wang Chong was a seventeen-year-old boy who possessed such a masterful grasp of the art of war that he could use one hundred thousand soldiers to stop five hundred thousand was something that Dalun Ruozan could accept.


But Dalun Ruozan could not accept the fact that Wang Chong had managed to dig out fresh water from this bare hunk of rock that didn't even have a tree growing from it!


Dalun Ruozan had memorized the Book of Songs by heart when he was just a child, and he had studied all the classics of the Central Plains, whether they concerned astronomy, divination, geography, or anything else. But in no book had he ever read about someone digging water out of a mountain!


If he were not seeing with his own eyes the water flowing freely down the slopes, completely wasted, Dalun Ruozan would have never believed this fact.


"Great Minister, what do we do now?" Geluofeng asked from next to Dalun Ruozan. He was fully informed of Dalun Ruozan's plan, but the situation was different now.


Wang Chong had managed to conjure water out of thin air, completely altering the water situation for the Annan Protectorate army. Thus, the prerequisite for the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army's plan had ceased to exist.


If they continued, the Tibetans would only suffer even worse bouts of diarrhea and grow weaker and weaker. Meanwhile, the Annan Protectorate army would slowly be regaining strength.


The balance was inexplicably tilting toward the Annan Protectorate army.


"We no longer have any other choices, only to begin! The! Battle! Early!"


Dalun Ruozan's face was one of excruciating suffering, pausing between each of the last four words as he shouted them out between clenched teeth. He had never imagined that he would be forced into such desperate straits when he clearly held the advantage in numbers!


"Great Minister, perhaps the situation is not as serious as we imagine. The Great Tang has sixty thousand troops. How long can that water on the mountain last them?" Geluofeng consolingly said.
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"Your Majesty, I understand what you're saying. The mountain springs will run out one day, but when will that day come? Ten days from now? A month? Maybe longer? What if it is ten days or a month?"


Dalun Ruozan appeared calm, but even the nearby messenger could hear the shaking in his voice.


Geluofeng had nothing to say.


What a frightening youth!


As Geluofeng looked up at the gushing water, he suddenly understood something. This was a show of power, a silent pressure. And he had to admit that Wang Chong had truly succeeded.


He could take the risk, but Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao could not wait.


"Great Minister is correct. We cannot wait!"


A voice came from the side. Duan Gequan's voice had decided things once and for all.


Bwoooom!


The blaring of a yak horn sounded across the skies. After three days, thick smoke once more began to rise from the base of the mountain as the entirety of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army gathered.


The dark clouds of war once more clamored over the earth!


This was yet another battle between the Great Tang and Mengshe–Ü-Tsang forces, and it was certain to be the last. This time, no one could retreat. They would fight until death or victory, until the final soldier, until they bled the last drop of blood… the decisive battle!


……


Bongbongbong!


The thundering of a drum rose up from the mountain, followed by a second, a third, a fourth… The sounds of drumming gradually spread over the mountain like drops of rain, spreading as far as one hundred li.


The dark clouds of war began to writhe and roil.


The remaining sixty thousand soldiers of the Great Tang's southwest whirred to life like some massive war machine.


This war of the southwest had left all sides, whether Tang, Mengshe Zhao, or Ü-Tsang, extremely fatigued. Their strength was far from what it had been at the start.


The Great Tang had experienced a severe water shortage.


The Tibetans had experienced a severe food shortage and then been troubled by diarrhea.


But even so, the air was even tenser than it had been on the first day. Whether it was Ü-Tsang, Mengshe Zhao, or the Great Tang, all sides were well aware that this conflict over the southwest involving three countries had finally come to an end.


There would be no more probes or battles. This would be the! Final! Battle!


"Young Master Wang, before we begin the battle, can I ask you a question?"


In front of the dense ranks of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, two ornate golden chariots stood. Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang stood in one of them, while in the other stood Geluofeng and Duan Gequan.


Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang stood slightly in front, Geluofeng and Duan Gequan slightly behind!


Unlike their first meeting, Dalun Ruozan had put down his feather fan. He was no longer as easygoing as he was on that first day, and he was now even more sincere and calm. Both sides had used every method at their disposal, and Dalun Ruozan had nothing more to say.


Wang Chong was a suitable opponent!


And he was a powerful foe, one who could sit on the same level.


In his heart, Dalun Ruozan had already put aside his age and was treating him as an existence similar to himself!


"Great Minister, please speak!"


On the summit, Wang Yan stood calmly in front of the banner, Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong standing to his left and right, and the rest of the Great Tang generals behind them.


With this last and decisive battle, all the commanders and high-ranking generals of the Great Tang stood together, in a distant standoff with the high-ranking generals of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


At this stage of the battle, all of them had understood something.


This would be the final such conversation held between the two sides!


"At seventeen years of age, no one can reach the level of military strategy that Young Master has achieved. The resolve, breadth of mind, daring, foresight… these are all not things someone of this age should have. Dalun Ruozan believes himself to be well-read in all the classics of the Central Plains, knowing all of them by heart. In this aspect, few can compare. But Dalun Ruozan has never seen anything like Young Master's art of war.


"Before the decisive battle, does Young Master mind saying where Young Master learned this art of war from?"


Dalun Ruozan looked up to the summit, his voice resounding through the sky.


Wang Chong's appearance was like a comet streaking across the sky, appearing out of nowhere and completely altering the course of the war. He had dragged the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army away from its certain victory and brought it to this point.


And the art of war he utilized was itself an enigma. No one could match the strategies and insights he had revealed, and they served to wrap his body in a befuddling fog.


Just what sort of person could raise this sort of disciple? Where had this understanding of military thought come from?


All these questions formed a fog that had lain thick over Dalun Ruozan's heart from the start of this battle until the very end.


Dalun Ruozan had no hope of hearing an answer, but he was surprised.


"Let me answer this question for you."


A thunderous voice came from beside Wang Chong. Xianyu Zhongtong had volunteered to speak.


"Dalun Ruozan, you are a renowned minister of Ü-Tsang and a veteran general of the southwest, so you should have heard of this name, right?"


"What?"


Dalun Ruozan's heart sank as countless gazes accompanied him in turning to Xianyu Zhongtong.


"The Great Tang's Su Zhengchen! That person is Young Master Wang's true master!"


Boom!


The name of Su Zhengchen was like a thunderclap exploding over everyone's heads. Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, and Geluofeng, these three powerhouses of the south, all paled. Even Duan Gequan's face turned completely white, his body clearly beginning to tremble.


"This is impossible!"


Dalun Ruozan's eyes went wide as he looked incredulously up at the summit. This news was far more concerning to him than the war of the southwest.


Su Zhengchen was a nightmarish existence for the people of the Tibetan Plateau. When Dalun Ruozan was just a child, he had heard of this name.


If Wang Zhongsi was the Great Tang's War God who struck fear in the hearts of all the people of the Tibetan Plateau, someone who even made the Tsenpo restless and uneasy, then Su Zhengchen was an even more terrifying existence, the Demon King of the Central Plains!


The terrifying legends of Su Zhengchen had been passed on through generation after generation of Ü-Tsang, growing only more dreadful with time.


This person had left the deepest brands of terror on the Tibetan Plateau. His story could even be traced back to the Tsenpo of several generations ago.


This was an existence that everyone would pale at when they spoke of him. Even the mere mention of his name would unsettle them.


"Su Zhengchen died several decades ago, so how could he get a disciple?"


Dalun Ruozan's instinctive reaction was disbelief, that Xianyu Zhongtong was lying.


"That's right! I spent almost ten years in the capital, and I heard that the Su Estate went extinct long ago," a voice added in from the side. "Su Zhengchen had no descendants, and its gate hasn't opened in decades. Even the ministers of court say that Su Zhengchen is dead, so where would another Su Zhengchen come from?" The one who found this news most impossible was Fengjiayi. As a child, he had been a hostage in the capital, so he knew all the secrets of that place.


Fengjiayi could never believe that Wang Chong was War God Su Zhengchen's successor.


"Hahaha, Dalun Ruozan, I've given you the answer you wanted. As for whether you want to believe it, that's up to you. But there is one thing I have to tell you: Senior Su is still alive. The capital has already confirmed this fact without a doubt."


Xianyu Zhongtong heartily laughed.


After all the time he had spent in the southwest, he was well aware of how much Ü-Tsang feared Su Zhengchen, so how could he relinquish this chance to worsen the Tibetan morale?


"…In addition, Dalun Ruozan, who else do you think besides Senior Su Zhengchen would be a suitable master for a student like Young Master Wang?"


The base of the mountain was eerily quiet. Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, Geluofeng, and Duan Gequan were all quiet.


He was right!


Wang Chong was only a seventeen-year-old boy, but his grasp of the art of war was enough for him to stand on the level of Dalun Ruozan, or perhaps even surpass him. No normal person could be his master.


But with Su Zhengchen in the mix, if one claimed that Su Zhengchen was Wang Chong's master, then all the pieces would fit.


"Young Master Wang has a renowned master, truly worthy of Dalun Ruozan's admiration. But I have a phrase that I wonder if Young Master is willing to hear?"


Dalun Ruozan took two steps forward.


"Great Minister can say whatever he wishes," Wang Chong said with a faint smile.


Both sides had already used all their cards. No matter what sort of scheme Dalun Ruozan had now, it would be useless.


"Young Master is truly a talented individual, and not even Dalun Ruozan can compare to your grasp of the art of war, and at such a young age. Alas, your heart is too vicious. I hear that the Great Tang rules with benevolence and filial piety, and that the Confucians propose ruling through ceremony. By doing such a thing, is Young Master not worried about retribution?"


With these final words, Dalun Ruozan's eyes constricted, his eyes shining with the light of loathing. In this war, Wang Chong had actually dispatched a group of soldiers to the plateau to spread the plague.


The lands of the Ngari Royal Lineage were now a living hell, covered in corpses and ruined tribes. An unprecedented disaster was currently creeping over the plateau.


And this plague was still spreading, with no one knowing when it would ever end.


Even Dalun Ruozan was inwardly shocked at the ruthlessness, resolve, and boldness that Wang Chong had showed. And these massive losses made Dalun Ruozan clench his teeth in hatred. It was quite the show of self-restraint to only voice this question now.


To his surprise, Wang Chong smiled at this question.


"The righteous do not grasp for wealth, and the kind do not command soldiers," Wang Chong declared. "As long as I can win this war, what do I care if I suffer the retribution Great Minister speaks of?"


Ministers did not seek wealth and generals did not mind death. Dalun Ruozan was still looking down on him. If he cared about his safety, well-being, or reputation, he would not have expended all his fortune, rushed across a thousand li, and thrown himself into this war in which he was bound to be hopelessly outnumbered.


When he left the capital, he had harbored no hopes of coming back alive. Dalun Ruozan was speaking to him of benevolence, Confucianism, and retribution, but what meaning did these things have to Wang Chong?


A general had to support the ruler and repay the kindness of the people. If one cared about reputation, how could one be a general?


The blustery winds caused the banner to snap in the air. Wang Chong stood beneath the banner, his expression clear and fearless. For a moment, even Dalun Ruozan was transfixed by this expression.


He had imagined all sorts of possible reactions, but he had never imagined that Wang Chong would be so composed and easygoing.
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"For some reason, I suddenly feel that you're right."


Huoshu Huicang's eyebrow rose as he looked to the summit.


"If we can't kill him in this battle, this person will become a great trouble for us."


Dalun Ruozan had once said that even if they had to let the entire Annan Protectorate army go, they had to kill Wang Chong. At the start, Huoshu Huicang had not treated this proposition very seriously, but at this moment, his view of Wang Chong had completely reversed.


In comparison to that callousness and cruelty he had shown just now, his intelligence and mastery of the art of war were secondary. Even Huoshu Huicang had been deeply affected by this display.


If this person were allowed to mature and receive official power, he was certain to be a mortal affliction that could threaten the livelihood of the Ü-Tsang Empire, an existence on par with Wang Zhongsi and Su Zhengchen.


"Since this is the case, we can't let him leave alive," Dalun Ruozan said, a cold glint in his eyes.


"Young Master Wang, there is no benefit in further chatter. Let us meet on the battlefield."


With these final words, Dalun Ruozan waved his feather fan. The chariot quickly turned around and vanished into the dense ranks of the army.


Meanwhile, Geluofeng and Duan Gequan stood together, both giving a profound glance at the summit before following Dalun Ruozan.


"Prepare for battle."


On the summit, Wang Chong coldly watched Dalun Ruozan and Geluofeng vanish. With a wave of his sleeve, he headed back.


Bong bong!!


As the drums began to thunder, the atmosphere suddenly turned tense. The Great Tang, the Tibetans, and the Mengshe Zhao all began to exude a fierce fighting intent.


This battle was bound to be extremely cruel, and many people were bound to fall on this mountain, never to rise again.


This was a battle for survival.


No one could retreat, and everyone had to fight for themselves!


……


"It's finally begun."


In the center of the vast Mengshe Zhao army, a pair of eyes hidden in the shadows quietly watched the summit.


"Gequan, it will depend on you."


Geluofeng turned to that stalwart figure beside him, hope and anticipation in his eyes.


"Others might be able to lose, but our Mengshe Zhao cannot. The Tibetans have already been defeated, so we can only rely on ourselves."


The plague had completely disordered Dalun Ruozan's mind, but Geluofeng had not said this in front of Dalun Ruozan. Mengshe Zhao had nowhere to go and had already paid a great price of many soldiers. If they had to retreat in defeat, Mengshe Zhao would never be able to recover from the setback.


This was a price that no one could bear!


Neither Geluofeng nor Duan Gequan felt it possible to back out from this battle.


"This battle truly was my blunder. I didn't think that the child from the Wang Clan would be this formidable. But be at ease, Your Majesty—I have already grasped that child's weakness. Everything has already been arranged. No matter what, that child will never be able to leave alive. The history of the Annan Protectorate army will come to a close today."


Duan Gequan's voice was very soft, so soft that anyone who was just a little far away wouldn't be able to hear a word.


"Gequan, I pass the fate of Mengshe Zhao to you. We believe in you!"


Geluofeng patted Duan Gequan on the shoulder and left.


……


Bwoooom!


The rows of yak horns began to blare. The earth began to rumble at this signal to attack, the tens of thousands of Mengshe Zhao soldiers and Tibetan cavalry charging toward the mountain in a great wave.


Unlike the first time, everyone knew what they were facing, and they knew what fate awaited them. With nowhere else to go, everyone was putting in their all.


"Kiiiill!"


No one knew who gave the first roar, but thousands quickly followed, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army unleashing a fierce shout that could tear down mountains and sunder the earth.


"Get ready!"


On the mountain, the outermost perimeter of the Tang lines began to raise their large shields, the cold light of the sun reflecting off them. The sixty thousand soldiers began to move according to some set rule, and a somber energy began to rise.


Although the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, numbering three hundred thousand soldiers, still far outnumbered the sixty thousand Tang soldiers, the Annan Protectorate army gave off the feeling of a most cold and terrifying machine.


This machine had already ground two hundred thousand soldiers to death, and it was about to kill even more.


This was Wang Chong's Myriad Stars Formation!


Boom!


Countless Mengshe Zhao and Tibetan warriors charged in from every direction. There was no attempt to test the defenses, no vanguard. The Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had committed its entire force from the very start.


"Kill! We've already torn down half their walls! If we reach the summit, their loss will be assured."


"Don't be afraid. We outnumber them, and they've basically used up all their ballista bolts and arrows."


"White Elephant Corps, forward! Break their defenses and we win!"


"Carry out a combined assault and tear down their steel walls! Make a path for the Tibetan cavalry!"


"His Majesty has ordered that anyone who retreats will be killed and their entire clan executed!"


……


All the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers showed red eyes and bulging veins as they charged up the mountain, brandishing sabers, spears, swords, and halberds.


Boom!


Wang Chong stepped forward, and the air reverberated as invisible ripples began to spread from the summit. The level-three Bane of the Battlefield Halo wound itself around all the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers like countless chains.


In an instant, all the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers felt their strength drop three levels. Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield was already enough to alter the course of a battle.


Bang! A right foot stomped against the ground, the impact causing the ground to quake.


To deal with Wang Chong's terrifying Bane of the Battlefield Halo, Huoshu Huicang was finally forced to release his halo of the Saint Martial realm. A dazzling golden light swept through the army like a hurricane, shrouding his entire army.


If one looked down from the sky, one would see the steely halos of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army flicker between light and shadow, recovering from the extreme dimness but still unable to reach their original level.


The power of the Saint Martial realm rested in terrifying strength and martial skills. However, one could easily imagine the threat of the Bane of the Battlefield Halo that it required Huoshu Huicang, an Ü-Tsang Great General, to use his own abilities to weaken it.


"Fire!"


Far in the rear of the army, a messenger swung down a flag. "Graaar!" The giants of the Skyquaking Army roared as they lifted up massive rocks and placed them on the siege weapons.


Bang bang bang!


The mechanisms were released, unleashing a wave of stones against the mountain. More of these rocks were piled up next to these siege weapons, carpeting the ground.


In the several days without battle, the Skyquaking Giants from Sindhu, raised by Ü-Tsang and the Abbasid Caliphate, had played the role of stonemasons under the supervision of Mengshe Zhao.


Their massive strength was perfect for cutting up rocks.


In these last few days, the Skyquaking Giants had managed to gather a large pile of stones for the siege weapons.


Boom! A boulder toppled over one of the steel walls. Horses neighed and people looked up at the incoming barrage: one, two, three… Massive boulders descended in an endless shower.


"Careful!"


Screams could be heard all over the mountain as the soldiers attempted to dodge. However, after just a few moments, figures began to leap into the air and shatter these rocks into powder.


"Old Eagle, have Generals Sun Liuyue, Luo Ji, and Lin Wushou come over. Have them deal with the Skyquaking Giant's rain of stones."


As he spoke, Wang Chong handed over three Wootz Steel swords.


The stones were plummeting from the sky with enormous power. If one relied on pure strength to smash against them, one would consume a great deal of energy. But Wootz Steel swords were different. These weapons could easily cut the stones apart, allowing the user to conserve energy while still dealing with the threat.


"Order the ballista soldiers to get ready to attack!"


Wang Chong's eyes coldly flashed as he continued to issue orders.


"Yes!"


A messenger quickly left.


In the last major battle, the Annan Protectorate army had paid the price of twenty thousand soldiers and the destruction of its water supply, while the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had consumed an enormous amount of resources to dismantle nearly half of the steel walls on the mountain.


With so much ground opened up, there was now plenty of space to use ballistae.


"Archers, stand ready!"


Wang Chong's eyes shone with an icy light as he stared down the mountain. Stones were continuing to rain down from the sky, but Wang Chong remained calm and composed, acting as though none of this was related to him.


One hundred paces, fifty paces, thirty paces, ten paces…


At the base of the mountain, the black flood of steel that was the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army was getting closer and closer, faster and faster. Finally…


Boom!


The tens of thousands of Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers crashed against the Annan Protectorate army's final defensive line. In this moment, the entire mountain trembled.


"Archers, first unit, two hundred fifty paces to the left!


"Archers, second unit, five hundred sixty paces to the right!


"Archers, third unit, fire straight ahead!"


……


Wang Chong shouted out a string of orders. The archer units had used up more than half of their arrows, leaving them with little ammunition.


Wang Chong had to be careful with every order and maximize the effectiveness of each volley.


"Uncle Chen, Xu Shiping, go and reinforce the southeast. You have to stop Longqinba no matter what!


"Zhang Long, Zhao Hu, I leave Senior Zhang Shouzhi to you. No harm is allowed to come to him!


"Messenger, inform General Yang that there are no more soldiers available on the mountain. We don't have enough shield soldiers. No matter what, he has to hold! I don't care what price he has to pay, but he can't let the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army break through there!


"Order General Zhang and General Duan to merge their forces. Saber and axe soldiers, get ready to receive my order!


"Myriad Stars Formation, get ready to move!"


……


With this last order, the last sixty thousand soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army began to work like some revolving machines, sweeping up the surrounding Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers and swallowing them.
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The Myriad Stars Formation was growing more and more terrifying as it was refined through gruesome battle. As the soldiers grew accustomed to the operation of the formation, the formation gradually began to grow in power.


The united strength of the sixty thousand Tang soldiers had a most terrifying killing effect. At every moment, an astonishing number of Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers was dying.


"Kiiiill!"


The fighting had been extremely intense right from the very start of the battle. War cries filled the air, and corpses of Tibetan, Mengshe Zhao, and Great Tang soldiers, as well as warhorses, covered the mountain slope.


Blood gushed down the sides of the mountain in waterfalls, producing a most hair-raising sight.


This was a clash of will against will!


At the base of the mountain, in the rear of the army, rows of sabers shone brightly, inclined toward the sky and ready to slash down at any time. This was the first time since the start of this war that Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang had worked together in establishing an execution squad.


Anyone who cowered from this battle or attempted to flee would be immediately executed.


The simple surprise attack that had started the war of the southwest had led to this prolonged siege. By this time, both sides were thoroughly worn out. Even the fierce and pugnacious Tibetans, after suffering from the shortage of food and the consumption of Mengshe Zhao food, were anxious to conclude the war and return to the Tibetan Plateau.


The people of Mengshe Zhao were even more aware that by breaking off relations with the Great Tang, they no longer had any way to back out. If they could not win this war, all that awaited them was punishment from the Great Tang, the entire Erhai transformed into scorched earth.


All their parents, wives, and children would become sacrifices offered to iron hooves.


Only by winning would they have the space for negotiation.


Moreover, Mengshe Zhao, Ü-Tsang, and the Great Tang were already mortal foes. So many people had died on both sides that all three were anxious to fight!


Clangclangclang!


Under the dark clouds, the clash of sabers, swords, shields, halberds, and arrows mixed together in a massive din, and the entire mountain flashed with cold glints of light. People were dying in every moment, warhorses neighing as they collapsed.


In this intense battle, even the thickly armored Erhai elephants were being felled under frenzied assaults, much less other people.


"Congratulations to user for killing 6780 soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!"


"Warning! The Great Tang has lost 1327 soldiers!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 12400 soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!"


"Warning! The Great Tang has lost soldiers! Your forces are rapidly decreasing!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 25600 soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!"


"Warning! The Great Tang has lost 3500 soldiers! Your numbers are continuing to fall!"


……


The blustery winds on the summit were causing the banner to snap, while in Wang Chong's mind, the Stone of Destiny was alternately congratulating and warning him with a veritable waterfall of messages.


But Wang Chong had no mind for these messages.


The battle was already at an extremely tense and ferocious stage, and Wang Chong himself was on edge. Order after order burst from his lips, with messengers rushing up and down the mountain to deliver them.


"Have General Li Nian and General Zhang Chao reinforce the front line! Use sonic attacks to stop the Erhai elephants! They can't be allowed to charge up to the summit!


"Dispatch Chen Bo and his saber-axe soldiers to deal with the Tibetans. Tell him to first cut the legs of the horses and then kill the horse!


"Cavalry, get ready to move out!


"Pass on my order that those who retreat will be executed!"


……


By the time he had reached this final order, Wang Chong's eyes were completely red. He was not that sort of cruel and callous general who regarded his soldiers as weeds, but the millions of people of the Central Plains, the fate of the Great Tang for the next century, and the people of the southwest… all of them were tied to this battle.


Wang Chong had no other choice.


There were times when one had to learn how to make choices!


"Hold!"


All the Great Tang commanders were bellowing orders with all their energy, their eyes red. This was the final battle, and the lives of everyone were on the line. Everyone could feel the powerful scent of death.


This scent was so thick that it made their blood freeze and their bodies tremble.


But no matter how much they fought and killed, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers pressed forward in an endless tide, and it seemed like they would never run out.


"Chaaaarge!"


"The Tang are at the end of their rope! Reach the summit and they are doomed!"


"His Majesty has ordered that the first to reach the summit will be made marquis of ten thousand households!"


"The Great Minister has ordered that the first person to break through the Tang defenses and reach the summit will receive the title of 'Satulu Great Warrior', personally conferred by the Tsenpo!"


……


The Mengshe Zhao and Tibetan generals stood in the black tide of steel, yelling out orders, roaring, and keeping a close watch. A Tibetan horseman whose horse happened to step on a stone and was forced to take a few steps back to steady itself was almost instantly executed.


This sort of frenzied air covered the entire mountain.


Everyone felt like a saber or sword was pressed against their back, compelling them into a crazy charge up the mountain.




Bwoooom!


A yak horn blared, and the sound of this horn was accompanied by a metallic clanging, different from the past signals. Boom!The ground sank as a storm of energy suddenly ascended.


At the base of the mountain towered a highland steed taller than a man, with a muscular figure on its back that was as straight as a spear. The cape on his back snapped in the wind, and his entire body exuded an aura of arrogance and dominance.


Although he had done nothing, this figure was like the sun in the sky, instantly attracting everyone's attention.


"Huoshu Huicang is moving out!"


In a place that no one was watching, two figures stood in the shadows of the army, silently watching Huoshu Huicang.




"Mm."


Duan Gequan nodded.


"This should be Dalun Ruozan's plan. His entire strategy has already been broken by that child, leaving him with no other recourse.


"Gequan, Huoshu Huicang is too domineering and arrogant. Once he moves, he will assuredly attract the notice of all the Great Tang. This is our best chance!"


That other voice continued to speak.


"No! Now is not the time!"


Duan Gequan shook his head and immediately rejected the notion. In the gloom, his gaze seemed even darker and gloomier.


"Wait a little longer! In just a few moments, it will be time for us to utterly crush the Tang! Your Majesty, be at ease! Your grand ambitions will be realized. This lowly subject will put all his power into helping you succeed!"


Duan Gequan's voice was suffused with a powerful will!


Ruler and subject knew each other, and ruler and subject would die for each other!


The Mengshe Zhao of today was one that he and Geluofeng had constructed together, step by step. This was not solely Geluofeng's dream, but his as well. On the shore of the Erhai, he had once promised Geluofeng that he would help him transform this Erhai from a small kingdom on the southern periphery, bullied by all, into a hegemon of the continent!


He could never allow the empire to fall here, much less allow his dreams to crumble!


"Fifteen minutes! In at most fifteen minutes, I'll let Your Majesty see the final end of the Annan Protectorate army!"


Duan Gequan looked in the distance, his eyes glowing.


This was a promise a Great General made to his sovereign!


With this promise, all fell silent.


……


Boom!


The ground quaked as Huoshu Huicang finally entered the battle.


A golden light as bright as the sun exploded over the mountain as the massive Vairocana Buddha manifested. Majestic and domineering, it loomed over the mountain. The air resounded with Buddhist mantras and hymns.


"Om! Ma! Ni! Pe! Me! Hung!"


The endless light made Huoshu Huicang's Vairocana Buddha seem incredibly lofty and tall. Just by looking at it from a distance, one would feel a deep shock and respect.


Roar!


Yet Huoshu Huicang was unable to succeed in his assault. The roaring figure of a giant golden-armored god, like a deity that had awoken from ages of slumber, raised up a palm and stood up out of the mountain. It instantly began to engage in fierce combat with Huoshu Huicang.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


Vast streams of Stellar Energy from the ripples of their battle stirred a fierce gale that threw countless stones into the sky.


This level of battle had already surpassed the imagination of an ordinary person, and all the surrounding soldiers were retreating.


"Duan Gequan still hasn't moved?"


While Wang Yan was using the Mighty Miracle God Formation to battle Huoshu Huicang, Xianyu Zhongtong was standing at the ready, coolly and calmly staring down the mountain.


Wang Yan and Huoshu Huicang were battling not too far from him, but Xianyu Zhongtong remained stationary with no intent to intervene. In Xianyu Zhongtong's view, he had only opponent in this battle: the Erhai Great General, Duan Gequan!


Xianyu Zhongtong's grudge against the Erhai Great General had not begun today. When Zhangchou Jianqiong was still overseeing the southwest, Xianyu Zhongtong had already developed a grudge against this general.


But no grudge could surpass the one created in that crushing defeat on the Erhai plains.


This would be a pain that Xianyu Zhongtong would nurse for a lifetime.


"Reporting to General: he has not! Up to now, only Huoshu Huicang has moved!"


A voice came from the side. The only people around Xianyu Zhongtong were elites of the Annan Protectorate army, and their loathing of Duan Gequan was not one bit inferior to Xianyu Zhongtong's.


"Duan Gequan has spent all this time hiding behind Geluofeng. Not once has he moved out."


Xianyu Zhongtong was surrounded by generals of the Annan Protectorate army, all of them standing at the ready. The slightest movement would immediately cause them to form the Vajra God Formation, combining into a power that could lay upon Duan Gequan a fierce blow.


But before that moment, none of these people would take part in any other battle.


"There's no reason for this!"


Under the black banner representing the Annan Protectorate army, the black-armored Xianyu Zhongtong gazed at that distant chariot, and that powerful figure standing behind Geluofeng. Slowly, his brow began to crease.


"This is the last and decisive battle. The fates of three countries will be decided here. Duan Gequan has been quiet for so many days; there's no reason for him to still remain hidden in this final battle!"


The Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had three individuals of the 'Great General' level: Geluofeng, Huoshu Huicang, and Duan Gequan. Geluofeng, as sovereign of Mengshe Zhao, would not risk himself by rashly entering the battle. As for the other two, only Huoshu Huicang had ever moved out.


Duan Gequan had remained behind the curtain throughout this battle, never once acting. Perhaps this would have been acceptable before, but for him to do so now was not normal at all.


Xianyu Zhongtong suddenly had a very bad feeling.
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Xianyu Zhongtong's brows rose as he suddenly ordered, "Someone, inform Young Master that he should be on guard at all times!"


"But…"


The messenger hesitated as he glanced up the mountain. Wang Chong's attention was currently split, a massive burden placed upon him as he almost singlehandedly managed the battlefield.


One could easily the massive pressure placed on Wang Chong's shoulders as he commanded sixty thousand soldiers against three hundred thousand.


Almost all his attention was on commanding. He had no mind for anything else.


At a time like this, no one wanted to trouble him with anything else.


"We can't concern ourselves with something like that! If there's a problem on the frontlines, we can make up for it, but if Duan Gequan strikes, the entire army will be wiped out. I have a feeling that Duan Gequan is about to act. This venomous snake of Erhai won't be able to wait that long," Xianyu Zhongtong said.


As his mortal enemy, Xianyu Zhongtong had a very strong intuition about Duan Gequan. When Duan Gequan was being patient, it didn't mean that he was afraid. On the contrary, that was a sign that he was about to explode.


The messenger nodded and quickly left.


Xianyu Zhongtong's surroundings once more fell silent, as if that fierce melee around him had no relation to him.


"Duan Gequan, Duan Gequan… no matter what you're scheming, what you're up to, I'll always be watching you. I won't give you even a sliver of a chance!"


A few thoughts flickered through Xianyu Zhongtong's eyes as he quickly composed himself.


In this battle, Duan Gequan was foreordained to be his!


……


Time no longer had any meaning in this place. So intense was the battle that it was incapable of growing more intense. In every moment, a great number of Mengshe Zhao, Tibetan, and Great Tang soldiers were dying.


The corpses were piling up so high that some of them were even rolling down the mountain.


The brown flanks of the mountain had by now been dyed a grisly red, and the thick stench of blood filled the air.


"It's about time!"


Far at the base of the mountain, a pair of unnoticed eyes blinked before swiftly vanishing.


……


The clashing of weapons could be heard all over the mountain.


In a place close to the summit, the black banner of the Annan Protectorate army flapped prominently in the air. Unlike other places on this mountain, the area under this banner had remained extremely quiet.


But in this silence, an unease and anxiety were seeping through the air.


"Why? What is Duan Gequan thinking? Does he really not plan to move?"


On the mountain, Xianyu Zhongtong and his surrounding generals were all staring at the chariot and Duan Gequan upon it. Both sides had suffered terrible casualties, but Duan Gequan still had no intentions of acting.


"Impossible! Are Geluofeng and Duan Gequan prepared to just let things end like this?"


Xianyu Zhongtong gritted his teeth.


He had spent more than seventy percent of this battle in a state of complete calm, but at this moment, Xianyu Zhongtong had to admit that his mood was growing imbalanced.


Duan Gequan was no incompetent and feeble coward. On the contrary, he was far more threatening than anyone else. In a battle like this, it was impossible for him to be helpless.


Xianyu Zhongtong knew that there was something he had missed.


He could see nothing, but the danger in the air was only getting worse.


This sort of ill foreboding almost made Xianyu Zhongtong go crazy!


"Impossible, impossible! …Duan Gequan, you definitely aren't one to sit still!"


Xianyu Zhongtong clenched his fists, his eyes fixed on that distant figure, that figure hidden behind Geluofeng's back.


Scenes from the battle of Erhai began to appear before his eyes, the blood and corpses of thousands as far as the eyes could see. The bodies of his soldiers carpeted the ground, and even the vast Erhai was dyed red.


Rather than say that he had lost in the battle of Erhai to Mengshe Zhao's massive army, it was better to say that he had lost to that man always hidden in the shadows. That man had struck at the critical moment, piercing through the Tang lines in a single blow, ending the lives of one hundred thousand soldiers and leaving them to rot on the Erhai plains.


"No matter what, I won't let you repeat that scene!"


Xianyu Zhongtong tightened his fists, his eyes dyed a bloody red.


"AH!"


Cries of alarm came from beside him. The Annan Protectorate army generals were all looking in panic at Xianyu Zhongtong.


"Milord, blood!"


Some wet thing dropped onto his hand. Xianyu Zhongtong felt his face and realized that his nose had begun to bleed.


Was I working my mind too much?


Xianyu Zhongtong looked at the blood on his hand with a little contempt for himself, a blurry reflection of his pale and grimacing face within. But as he was looking at his reflection, he noticed that something had flown over his head.


Xianyu Zhongtong stood in a daze for a moment, his mind completely blank. Although there was nothing before his eyes, Xianyu Zhongtong felt like his body was ice-cold.


"Not good!"


In mere moments, Xianyu Zhongtong suddenly shouted, his face twisted in extreme panic.


"Young Master, careful!"


Xianyu Zhongtong shouted at Wang Chong as he began to charge up the summit.


Xianyu Zhongtong's reaction couldn't be called slow. Alas, he was too late…


Boom!


There was a massive boom. On the summit, Wang Chong had just turned in surprise to Xianyu Zhongtong when what seemed like a massive bomb suddenly plummeted onto the mountain. Countless Annan Protectorate army soldiers screamed as they were flung outward and into the air by a terrifying energy.


Many of them were pulverized in midair, their limbs hurtling through the sky.


Roar!


With this heaven-shaking roar, a black demonic god, two-headed and four-armed, equipped with massive sabers, suddenly stood up from the ground at the edge of the Myriad Stars Formation. Boom! A single slash of a saber immediately caused the formation that Wang Chong had put so much effort into to crumble. Countless shield soldiers, axe soldiers, spear soldiers, and even ballistae in the rear were smashed to pieces by this strike.


The several-dozen-zhang-tall saber energy even split the earth, leaving behind a deep furrow. Black smoke rose from this furrow, giving off the stench of decay.


"Aaaaah!"


Screams filled the air, and time seemed to freeze for a moment.


"Duan Gequan!"


Turning to that massive gap in his formation, Wang Chong felt his heart stop, a look of despair emerging on his face.


"How could it be him?"


The battle between the Great Tang and the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had already reached a critical point. Wang Chong had never imagined that Duan Gequan would manage to strike at this time with so little warning.


And even more terrifying for Wang Chong was that Duan Gequan had selected the weakest point in the entire Myriad Stars Formation.


Boom!


The massive machine of the Myriad Stars Formation that had swallowed up so many Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers came to a sudden stop, as if struck by a heavy blow.


Duan Gequan's attack had been like a dagger thrust into the Annan Protectorate army's heart. It had completely disrupted Wang Chong's tempo and shattered the movements of the Myriad Stars Formation.


"Soldiers of Mengshe Zhao, follow me! Today will be the day that we bury the Annan Protectorate army!"


Duan Gequan's voice came from that two-headed, four-armed demon god, echoing over the battlefield.


This was the first time he had spoken on the battlefield, but this single time altered the entire course of the battle and the southwestern war!


Roar!


"Follow Great General!"


"Charge to the summit; slaughter the Annan Protectorate army!"


"With the mighty Great General, our Mengshe Zhao will win!"


……


The depressed Mengshe Zhao soldiers instantly rallied when Duan Gequan appeared. The tens of thousands of soldiers roared as they followed behind Duan Gequan in a frenzied charge through the gap Duan Gequan had cleaved open.


"Kiiiill!"


Countless Tibetan soldiers followed close behind the Mengshe Zhao army, surging up to the summit.


Duan Gequan's actions had had a destructive effect, causing a chain reaction that caused the Annan Protectorate army across the entire mountain to give way. It took mere moments for the gap opened up by Duan Gequan to rapidly widen.


"Kiiiill!"


Cries of battle filled the air like the raging of the sea. The countless soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army were pressing forward into that gap like endless waves.


"Hahaha, wonderful—Great General has succeeded!"


At the base of the mountain, Fengjiayi heartily laughed, his face red from excitement.


"Gequan, you truly haven't disappointed Us!"


Geluofeng's eyes were practically shining. Finally, Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang were showing signs of winning this battle.


From Geluofeng's perspective, the Annan Protectorate army on the mountain was already beginning to show signs of crumbling.


Whether it was the choice of time, place, or method, Duan Gequan was a supreme perfectionist.


This was a true one-hit kill!


"Xianyu Zhongtong, you've lost!"


Geluofeng turned to that black banner on the summit, unable to suppress his smile.


From start to finish, Xianyu Zhongtong and the generals around him had never moved, and how could Geluofeng and Duan Gequan not understand his intentions?


Alas, when the evil grew a foot higher, the righteous would grow a zhang. In the end, Xianyu Zhongtong had still lost to Duan Gequan.


……


"This is impossible!"


At this very moment, Xianyu Zhongtong's eyes were wide in rage, earthquakes rumbling through his mind. Duan Gequan's appearance had been like a dagger thrust into his bosom, drenching his body in blood.
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Xianyu Zhongtong found it impossible to believe that while he had been staring at Duan Gequan all this time, Duan Gequan ended up appearing in another area of the mountain. And he had also chosen the most exquisite of moments, tearing open the Myriad Stars Formation that Wang Chong had taken such efforts to establish with a single blow.


Xianyu Zhongtong had been in a state of absolute vigilance, yet he had still lost. The screams rising from the Annan Protectorate army were like jeers ringing in his ears.


"Stealing a beam and replacing it with rotten timber—I've been deceived!"


Xianyu Zhongtong clenched his fists as he shook off the initial shock, finally beginning to understand. He had spent the entire day being played by Duan Gequan's substitute.


That person standing on the chariot, concealed in the shadows, was definitely not Duan Gequan.


"Geluofeng!"


An idea emerged in his mind and Xianyu Zhongtong instantly understood.


In all of Mengshe Zhao, only Geluofeng had a similar aura to Duan Gequan. And if Geluofeng was playing the part of Duan Gequan, then there was no doubt that the 'Geluofeng' on the chariot was also a fake.


Xianyu Zhongtong knew that he had made the greatest mistake. His attention had been constantly fixed on Duan Gequan, making him disregard the King of Mengshe Zhao, Geluofeng.


Despicable!


This thought flashed through his mind and was gone. Immediately afterward, Xianyu Zhongtong used the most powerful formation of the Annan Protectorate army, the Vajra God Formation.


Roar!


A furious bellow shook the heavens as an enormous god, imbued with boundless strength and shining with a metallic luster, stood up over the mountain.


"Duan Gequan, shameless cur, fight with me to the death!"


Xianyu Zhongtong's furious voice was like a clap of thunder, echoing in the skies over the mountain. Even the mountain itself trembled at the anger in his voice.


Boom! A massive foot strode over ten-some zhang as the great god began to move toward Duan Gequan.


……


Duan Gequan was quickly stopped by Xianyu Zhongtong, the two godly avatars immediately descending into an intense battle.


This was the first time since the start of this battle that all the commanders of the army were fighting—Wang Yan with Huoshu Huicang, Xianyu Zhongtong with Duan Gequan.


But the course of this battle could no longer be changed. Duan Gequan's appearance had completely shattered the Annan Protectorate army, leaving death as their only fate.


"Haha, Royal Father, we've won."


Standing on the chariot, Fengjiayi heartily laughed as he tore off the dragon robe on his body. With the plan complete, there was no more reason for the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao to continue the pretense of being his father.


"Jiayi, I've troubled you. In the future, the southwest will be a world belonging to you and me, father and son. Once this battle is settled, the two of us will be forever recorded in the annals of history as heroes of Erhai's Six Zhao."


Geluofeng also could not contain his excitement and joy. He had been waiting for this battle for far too long, and after all he had paid, the moment was about to arrive.


Mengshe Zhao would no longer be restricted to its corner of the world, and he, Geluofeng, was not meant to be only a meager monarch of Erhai.


Annexing the southwest and lording over the world—this was his greatest dream.


Today, it was finally going to be realized.


"Royal Father, your child is going. I want to become the first Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao to thrust the banner onto that summit!"


Fengjiayi was so excited that his face was red. Leaping off the chariot, he mounted an Erhai steed and quickly charged off to the summit.


……


"Young Master, the southwest has fallen!"


"Young Master, the southeast has suffered extensive casualties!"


"Young Master, they have too many soldiers! We simply aren't a match for them!"


"Young Master, what should we do now?"


"Young Master, Young Master…"


One worried and panicked voice after another entered Wang Chong's ears. To the southeast and southwest, the entire defensive line was on the verge of falling, and countless pieces of information were gathering in Wang Chong's hands.


The soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army were pouring endlessly into the gap and pressuring other areas by widening the gap. The Annan Protectorate army was on the verge of being drowned under an ocean of soldiers.


In a few short moments, the Annan Protectorate army had suffered enormous casualties!


"Warning! 12344 soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army have died!"


"Warning! 14056 soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army have died!"


"Warning! 18423 soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army have died!"


"Warning! 21714 soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army have died!"


……


The warnings of the Stone of Destiny deluged his mind. It took mere moments for the corpses of Tang soldiers to litter the mountainside, the number of casualties already surpassing the number from the last major clash.


Everything before Wang Chong's eyes was dyed in blood, and the air itself was thick with the stifling stench of gore. Meanwhile, the vicious laughter of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army echoed in the air.


Wang Chong could even see that a Tibetan soldier was not far from his current location.


The summit was about to fall, and after many days and nights of defense, he was about to be thoroughly defeated.


It took only a second to go from being as hardy as a boulder to complete collapse.


At this moment, Wang Chong felt as cold as if he had been plunged into an ice house. But in the blink of an eye, Wang Chong responded.


Clang!


As everyone looked, Wang Chong suddenly drew his weapon, the Wootz Steel sword glimmering with a cold light as it pointed at the sky.


"General Zhang, General Yang, gather the shield soldiers and axe soldiers and reinforce the southwest!


"Archers, nock your last arrows and fire fifty steps straight ahead!


"Everyone else, follow me!"


……


"Messengers, send down my order to have everyone do their utmost to operate the formation!


"Old Eagle, I leave this place to you. The rest of you, come with me!"


In the chaos, Wang Chong's voice became the core of the army that held it down. The army that was on the verge of collapse now seemed to show signs of stabilizing.


The crumbling Myriad Stars Formation also began to show signs of life. But against the endless ranks of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, even the Myriad Stars Formation would find it difficult to hold.


Wang Chong didn't have much time left.


"Young Master, give the order!"


There were few people on the summit, and it took only a few moments for several dozen people to gather around Wang Chong.


At this stage in the battle, not even Wang Chong had many soldiers at his disposal.


Clang!


Wielding his sword, Wang Chong led the several dozen soldiers toward that gap in the line.


The reinforcements weren't many, and there weren't many powerful generals amongst them, but Wang Chong persistently and firmly charged.


No matter what happens, I'll never concede!


Wang Chong grasped the Wootz Steel sword, this thought flashing through his mind as he leaped into the sky.


"Single Character Consecutive Slash!"


A cold light flashed in the air. In the next moment, Wang Chong flew down from the sky, striking down a Tibetan horseman with a single blow. Squelch! As blood fountained into the air, the horseman's body remained seated on his horse while his head flew into the air.


Bang!


There was another flash as Wang Chong charged toward the next horseman, sending a second head flying. This was followed by a third, a fourth, a fifth… Wherever Wang Chong went, heads would roll.


"Kill him—he's Wang Chong!"


A Mengshe Zhao soldier spotted Wang Chong, his eyes shining as he shouted. In an instant, countless soldiers began to charge over.


If there was one person that everyone in the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army wanted to kill, that person would be Wang Chong.


This was not merely restricted to the generals and officers. Even the lowest soldier knew that the war of the southwest had lasted so long and resulted in so many casualties because of this person called Wang Chong.


"Attack! Kill Wang Chong! The one who does will be made marquis of ten thousand households!"


The dense ranks of soldiers began to alter their course and charge toward Wang Chong.


"Leaping Dragon Spear!"


Bang! Wang Chong's body flickered as he ascended into the sky as swiftly as a bolt of lightning. As everyone looked on, a massive azure flood dragon manifested in the sky with a roar, majestic and mighty.


But before anyone could react, the dragon vanished…


Boom!


A massive tear swept down from the sky, so powerful that it left giant fissures wherever it passed. A trail of corpses was left strewn in Wang Chong's wake, countless heads rolling across the ground.


Wang Chong's Wootz Steel sword in such dense ranks was nigh unstoppable.


But Wang Chong's slaughter not only failed to restrain the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, it encouraged more soldiers to fill the gap.


"Kill Wang Chong and we win!"


"For our brothers!"


"Kill him! Don't be afraid!"


……


At this moment, all the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers became incomparably valiant, death and blood only serving to incite the cruelty and bloodlust in the bottom of their hearts.


But Wang Chong could no longer see any of this. At this very moment, Wang Chong's heart was dripping blood, and there was only one thought left in his mind.


Kill! Kill! Kill!


Death! Death! Death!


……


'At the age of thirty, my deeds are naught but dust. My journey will be of eight thousand li, the clouds and moon my companions1.' Wang Chong had persevered through countless days and nights since leaving the capital, thought up countless strategies, prepared countless things. Yet now… all of it was about to turn to dust.




Duan Gequan's final blow had been lethal to Wang Chong!


All Wang Chong's efforts and pains were about to become dust in the wind.


No matter what happens, I'll never concede!


Wang Chong's eyes were red. Clang! A bloody gleam flew out from the left side of Wang Chong's waist, stabbing into the body of a Mengshe Zhao soldier. It then stabbed into a second, a third, a fourth… Majestic streams of bloody energy began to surge into Wang Chong's body, provoking him, making him stronger and stronger, more and more majestic.


One, two, three, four…


The soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army were felled one after another. Wang Chong was like some war machine that knew nothing of fatigue, fighting alone in the middle of the vast Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


Boom!


When the battle had reached its peak, a massive boom made the entire mountain shudder.


"The eastern lines have broken!!"


"The eastern lines have broken!!"


……


In the blink of an eye, panicked shouts came from behind Wang Chong. His heart freezing, he fiercely turned his head!


Buzz! Time seemed to stop for a moment. Under the gloomy skies, he saw that the formation to the southeast had collapsed. Horses neighed as Tibetan cavalry, savage smiles on their face, charged their highlands steeds to the summit.


Countless Tang corpses were scattered and piled around them, their blood forming rivers.

______________
1. The quotation is from the poem '满江红', a Song Dynasty poem often attributed to the patriotic Song Dynasty general Yue Fei, who fought to regain the north from the Jurchen Jin Dynasty but was hampered and eventually executed by his political opponents in the court, who favored peace.↩
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Buzz!


Wang Chong felt his body freeze, his heart turn to ash.


A second gap!


The gap opened by Duan Gequan had still not been filled when yet another hole had been opened up in the Myriad Stars Formation. Wang Chong looked around and saw that even more places were on the verge of breaking. The screams of dying Annan Protectorate army soldiers could be heard all over the mountain.


Do the heavens really wish for the death of my Great Tang…


Wang Chong's entire body was trembling, his heart dripping blood as endless waves of anguish washed over him, so intense that they almost made it impossible to breathe.


Why? Why does it have to be like this?


Why did the heavens let me reincarnate only to have me experience all this again?


Was my last life not enough? Do I have to let the Central Plains and the Great Tang experience the same fate again?


……


Wang Chong's eyes were bleeding as he inwardly let out roars of fury and unwillingness. For a moment, the scenes from his last life flashed before his eyes: the flames of war scorching the Central Plains; the broken dragon banners; the sundered Great Tang; the countless corpses strewn across the land, their faces contorted in fear, their bodies decaying into bones. And then there was that cold river of cavalry, the foreign invaders spreading death and despair…


All of this began from the collapse of the southwest. If not even the tragedy of the southwest could be averted, how could he avert the Great Tang's fate?


Wang Chong was in so much pain that he found it impossible to breathe.


The pain, reluctance, helplessness, and hatred that he had felt in the moment of his death during his last life once more floated to the top of his mind.


No, even if I die, I'll never let those scenes repeat themselves!


Wang Chong grasped the Wootz Steel sword in his right hand and the Little Yinyang Sword in his left, the veins on the backs of his hands bulging as he unleashed a heaven-shaking roar of anger.


Crack!


As if in response to Wang Chong's roar, the winds exploded over the summit and a blue streak of lightning thrust through the clouds. Horses shrieked as this sudden thunderclap momentarily stunned the entire Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


At the base of the mountain, even Dalun Ruozan appeared shocked.


No matter what happens, I'll never concede!


No matter what happens, I'll never concede!


No matter what happens, I'll never concede!


……


This world has never had any savior or any fate. I am the master of my own fate!


The voice in Wang Chong's mind grew louder and louder. Suddenly, a strength that he had never felt before blazed to life within his body, the flame growing more and more vigorous. Anger, boundless anger! Antipathy, intense antipathy! Then!


Clang!


The hum of a sword crescendoed as Wang Chong held his sword aloft and soared into the sky.


"Fight! Fight! Fight!


"Kill! Kill! Kill!


"Death! Death! Death!


"Even if the entire world retreats, I will never back down! Even if everyone gives up, I will never surrender!


"The southwest will not be lost, the Great Tang will not lose… I will never lose!"


……


These final words become a roar that shook the heavens!


Whoosh! The sword flew through the air, and a row of Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers was quickly felled. Roiling streams of blood energy flew out of their bodies and gathered in Wang Chong.


This blood energy was like a kind of bait, stimulating that thing hidden very deep inside Wang Chong's body.


Kaclack! The cracking of bones like frying beans came from within Wang Chong's body. Wang Chong's body impossibly began to grow larger, and within his body, a majestic and inconceivably powerful energy was beginning to explode outward.


Rumble! His dantian shook, and in the space of a single breath, a brand-new Halo of Thorns began to spread under Wang Chong's body. And at almost the same moment, Wang Chong finally broke through that stubborn bottleneck, truly stepping into the Profound Martial realm.


Buzz!


The air howled as a bloody energy began to spread through Wang Chong's body. In a flash, Wang Chong's black hair had transformed into a demonic shade of bloody red.


And it wasn't just his hair. Even Wang Chong's eyes had become bloody red, filled with a desire to kill, madness and brutality.


But Wang Chong could no longer see. The only thing in front of his eyes was blood.


"No matter what happens, I'll never concede!"


Unwillingness and anger grew ever more intense as they flourished in Wang Chong's mind. Rumble! Wang Chong suddenly exploded in speed, shooting forward like a lightning bolt. Crash! A bloody edge flashed in the air as more and more Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers were felled.


"I won't lose, I won't! Never!"


Wang Chong's body once more shot through the air. In a chorus of screams, yet another batch of Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers was killed. Bloody energy continued to madly flow into Wang Chong's body under the influence of some invisible attractive force.


The Little Yinyang Art resounded within Wang Chong's body. Now that he had broken into the Profound Martial realm and shaken off those shackles that had restrained him for so long, the blood energy surging into his body was now causing Wang Chong's strength to rise at an almost insane speed.


Boom!


His dantian shook, and in a flash, Wang Chong had reached Tier 1 of the Profound Martial realm. Behind him, several dozen Mengshe–Ü-Tsang cavalrymen toppled together with their horses.


"Seize Wang Chong and be made marquis of ten thousand households!"


More and more Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers continued to excitedly charge in, and it seemed like their numbers were limitless.


Swish! A flash of cold light, a scream, and more rows of heads went flying into the air.


Profound Martial Tier 2!


Wang Chong's strength was still crazily climbing…


"Kill him! He's alone! Don't be afraid!"


There was a massive bellow as a giant figure climbed up the mountain: a mighty Skyquaking Giant! Roar! Before the giant had even stood up properly, it was swinging down its tree trunk of a metal staff at Wang Chong.


"He's mine!"


The Skyquaking Giant roared, speaking in a language that only he could understand.


Clang! The thick staff was suddenly cut in two, the cut as smooth as a mirror. The Skyquaking Giant looked in a daze at the remnants of his staff, but before he could react, squelch! A sword thrust deep into his heart, ending his life.


Profound Martial Tier 3!


The Skyquaking Giant's eyes were wide open in disbelief as he collapsed in front of Wang Chong, his vigorous blood energy surging into Wang Chong's body.


"Kill! Kill! Kill! Kill everyone in front of me! Power—I need massive power, endless power!"


The blood in front of Wang Chong's eyes was getting redder and redder.


Boom!


Leaping Dragon Spear!


Wang Chong once more shot into the air. This time, however, the flood dragon was not azure, but crimson red. Boom! Wang Chong shot down from the sky and crashed into the summit.


"Aaaaaah!" Hundreds of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers fell as they screamed, a bloody mist exploding out of their bodies and surging into Wang Chong's body. Wang Chong once more advanced…


Profound Martial Tier 4!


"Damn it! What's that?"


When Wang Chong used the Leaping Dragon Spear to crash down, the blazing bloody glow was so obvious that he attracted the attention of a powerful Mengshe Zhao general of the Profound Martial realm!


Although he couldn't make out the figure within the bloody glow, there was no doubt that this bloody glow was impeding the army.


Clang! His sword unsheathed, the Mengshe Zhao general began to charge his Erhai steed, a cold glint in his eyes.


Fifty zhang, thirty zhang, twenty zhang… When he was only ten zhang away…


Boom!


His weapon gleaming, the Mengshe Zhao general leaped from his horse, flying over the countless Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers, a mighty hurricane descending upon Wang Chong.


Boom!


The Mengshe Zhao general's sword smashed against Wang Chong. There was a rumble, dust rising into the air and Stellar Energy flying everywhere as the two clashed, red and black energies surrounding the two in the middle.


Wang Chong's mad slaughter was finally stopped by this general.


"Hmph, brat, you're dead!"


The Mengshe Zhao general howled, his gaze fiercely staring into the depths of that bloody light.


But then, squelch! A sword was stabbed into his heart.


His eyes widened in shock as he stared at that sword in his heart. Bang! Wang Chong threw him, leaving his body to strike the ground and lie unmoving.


Profound Martial Tier 5!


Wang Chong's strength swelled once more as he absorbed the energy of this Mengshe Zhao general.


"Kill! Kill! Kill! Power—I need endless power!"


Kaclack! Wang Chong's joints cracked as his already-large body once more began to swell, growing larger and larger. A thick and persistent fog had gathered around him.


The Little Yinyang Art had revealed its greatest power in this intense battlefield. The more Wang Chong killed, the more energy he absorbed, and the more terrifying he was. His strength, speed, and dexterity were all improved, completely transforming him.


This was the first time in this world that the Little Yinyang Art had displayed its terrifying power on a proper battlefield.


"Congratulations to user for killing a Mengshe Zhao general in a head-on confrontation on the battlefield! You have fulfilled the second condition for the Bane of Generals Halo!"


A voice echoed in Wang Chong's mind, but it was quickly drowned out by the numerous warnings from the Stone of Destiny. Yet Wang Chong could hear none of this.


Boom!


Wang Chong lowered himself to the ground and charged forward. Boom! A powerful energy exploded, followed by another set of screams. Countless Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers and horses were thrown into the air.


"Kill him!"


Two Mengshe–Ü-Tsang generals joined forces, attacking from the left and right.


Swishswish! Two heads flew through the air. The pair had not even been able to keep up with his speed or notice where he was.


Profound Martial Tier 6!


The energy of these generals allowed Wang Chong to advance another level.


Chaos, slaughter, blood… all of this had become Wang Chong's nourishment. And even more frightening was that another, even more powerful energy was continuing to increase his strength.


"Killkillkill! Fightfightfight!"


A powerful killing intent was quickly dominating Wang Chong's mind. This killing intent was so concentrated that his veins were beginning to bulge and twist out of his skin.


This intense killing intent almost took physical form and continually grew stronger, almost tearing apart his chest. And as Wang Chong's killing intent grew increasingly intense, his body grew even redder, the bloody fog around him even thicker, and his presence grew increasingly obvious on the battlefield.
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"Who's that? The Mengshe Zhao Great General has already opened a gap, so why haven't we broken through yet?"


At the base of the mountain, a Tibetan general at Profound Martial Tier 7 noticed the hundreds of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers being cut down near the summit, and his eyes chilled as an astonishing killing intent flashed through them.


Clang! Unsheathing an exquisite scimitar, the powerful Tibetan general immediately charged up the mountain. In a few moments…


Boom!


Weapons clashed, an explosive energy emerging. The Profound Martial Tier 7 general was covered in such powerful Stellar Energy that it had jolted the surrounding soldiers away.


A halo reverberated at his feet, energy transforming into a yellow fog at his feet and then madly surging into his body, instantly increasing his strength.


The Halo of Earth!


Compared to the people of the Central Plains, the Tibetans did not have as great an understanding of the principles of the world. Although this general did not have much power to command the laws of the world, he understood enough to absorb energy from the earth and strengthen himself.


But this thunderclap of a strike that could sunder stone ran into the strength of a mountain.


Rumble! Energy exploded, nearly leveling the summit of the mountain. Wang Chong's entire body was red, and his blood-red hair streamed out behind him. By using his two swords, he had managed to block the full-force blow of the Tibetan general.


How can it be?


The general's eyes narrowed, his heart turning cold at the sight of his opponent's ruthless and insane red eyes. This strike had had all his strength behind it, but his opponent had blocked it with his two swords and his feet seemed as steady as if they were rooted in the earth.


This strike was capable of shattering steel, but Wang Chong's body was like a mountain. Not only was it unmoved, it repelled a great deal of energy.


How could his body be this strong?


The Tibetan general's eyes were wide in disbelief.


Wang Chong's strength definitely did not exceed Profound Martial Tier 7. For him to take a blow of the same level and not even move should have inflicted severe injuries to his organs.


Not even he could have done something like that.


No, no martial artist at Profound Martial Tier 7 would be capable of such a feat, not unless their fleshly body had reached an inhuman level of toughness.


And this was only the start of the Tibetan general's surprise…


Kaclack! The sounds of gears beginning to turn rang out in the air. Lights began to shift behind Wang Chong as a massive six-armed Vajra Guardian appeared. Buddhist mantras could be heard in the air.


"The Six-Armed Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian! Isn't this one of our Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple supreme techniques…"


The Tibetan general was flabbergasted.


It was already enough that this fellow's fleshly body was so strong that he could take his most powerful blow head-on, but he even knew a supreme technique of Ü-Tsang's Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple!!


Boom!


Bolstered by the Six-Armed Ksitigarbha Vajra Guardian, Wang Chong's hands let out a powerful strike. Boom! With this single strike, the Tibetan general was sent shooting over the ground, leaving a trail of dust in his wake.


"This is impossible!"


An astonished look flickered across the general's face. While he was still shocked at the fact that he had been sent flying, a bloody light suddenly charged toward him. Swoosh! There was a pain at his neck, and then his head was flying through the air.


How fast!!


The Tibetan general's vision went black and he knew nothing else.


Ten, one hundred, one thousand… Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers were constantly falling around Wang Chong. The corpses of humans and horses as well as shattered weapons piled up around him, creating mountains of bodies and seas of blood.


More and more corpses were falling around Wang Chong, but he was like a machine that knew no fatigue, continuing his mad slaughter on the summit. The killing intent exuded by his body grew thicker and thicker, causing space itself to distort.


And those deceased Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers had their Stellar Energy sucked out by the Little Yinyang Sword. Countless streams of energy formed a bloody mist around Wang Chong's body in their haste to enter it and push his strength to even higher levels.


The Little Yinyang Art was said to be the evilest art in the world. Its ability to endlessly advance a warrior's strength was being displayed in all its gruesome glory.


Slowly, unbeknownst to even Wang Chong, a powerful and oppressive aura began to emerge from his body.


At the start, all the Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers had tirelessly charged toward him, but now, anyone who reached a certain distance from Wang Chong would feel an intense unease and fear. It was like the person that was standing before them was not a person, but a demon god.


"What's going on? How did he get so strong?"


"After fighting for so long, why is it that the energy in his body isn't getting weaker, but actually stronger and stronger?"


"This fellow can't be a person! No person could be able to last this long!"


"Everyone, be careful! Don't get too close!"


"Why is it like this? Whenever I approach, my entire body starts trembling so badly that I can't even hold my weapon properly!"


……


At the start, the soldiers believed that they could rely on their numbers to crush Wang Chong, but now that Wang Chong had advanced to Profound Martial Tier 7 or 8, everything was different.


Every person could feel an intense danger from Wang Chong. It was like some sharp knife could plunge into their hearts at any moment.


"That fellow… is the Great Tang commander-in-chief?"


In a place that Wang Chong couldn't see, a towering figure squinted at him, exuding a cold light. Wang Chong had undergone a massive transformation, but Tumi Sangzha had still been able to determine who he was at a glance.


In this battle that had lasted for more than half a month, the figure of that youth standing under the banner high up on the mountain had been branded into the mind of every general of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


And the Tibetans in particular now knew that the Great Minister hated this youth to the bone. He had even issued an order that even if they had to let the rest of the Annan Protectorate army go, they could never let this boy called Wang Chong escape.


"Hmph, if I kill him, I'll be the greatest warrior of the plateau!"


Tumi Sangzha jumped onto the left shoulder of a massive metal giant at his side. Rumble! The earth quaked as the black metal giant raised a massive sole and began to stride up the mountain with Tumi Sangzha.


Behind him, another metal giant was following with many more metal men.


"Make way!"


A thunderous voice in Tibetan echoed over the summit. All the Tibetans heard this order and began to yield the path. Only the Mengshe Zhao soldiers did not know what he was saying.


But before they could react, the sky darkened, and two massive metal soles, stirring massive winds, proceeded toward that bloody glow on the mountain.


Boom!


The earth sank and shuddered like the deck of a ship being struck by a massive wave. As everyone looked on in shock, the fists of two metal giants accurately flew toward Wang Chong's head.


Hiss! There was a burst of gasps as Wang Chong raised his head, his two glowing red arms rising up to firmly block the fists of the metal giants.


The two mighty punches had done no harm to him.


At this moment, every soldier felt a deep fear!


"Hmph! Take my saber!"


A voice resounded through the air. When Wang Chong blocked the punches of the two metal giants, Tumi Sangzha jumped off the shoulder of his metal giant.


Boom!


A saber glow tore through the sky, Tumi Sangzha merging with his saber and hacking down at Wang Chong, leaving behind a long trail of saber energy in the air.


Boom! A bloody shroud of light instantly exploded out of Wang Chong's body. In this shroud of light, Wang Chong raised his two swords to block Tumi Sangzha's lethal blow.


But the majestic energy contained in Tumi Sangzha's saber forced Wang Chong's weapons into the ground. The rocks underneath him began to splinter, his body half-sinking into the ground.


"Damn! You're still not dead!"


Tumi Sangzha's pupils constricted as he looked down at the ground. He had used the two metal giants to hold Wang Chong down so that his final blow would be the lethal one. But unexpectedly, Wang Chong had survived.


Swish! Tumi Sangzha held his saber aloft, prepared to unleash a flurry of attacks while he still had a chance. But then there was a bloody flash of light, and Wang Chong vanished from his position.


This caught Tumi Sangzha completely by surprise. Before he could react, he heard a faint whistling of air at his ear. This speed was so fast that even Tumi Sangzha felt a deep shock.


"Not good!"


In shock, Tumi Sangzha immediately stood up and jumped onto one of his metal giants. Crash! At almost the same moment, the bloody tip of a sword swept past Tumi Sangzha's original position.


Though the sword had missed, the metal fists of the giants had been severed, leaving behind smooth cuts as they flew through the air.


Even Tumi Sangzha was stunned by this scene, goosebumps rising over his body. If he had been just a little slow, it would not have been his giants that had been cut, but himself.


But this was far from over. An arc of bloody light once more swiftly approached Tumi Sangzha.


Boom! Tumi Sangzha barely managed to block this blow when another bloody light swept toward him, not from in front this time, but from behind.


How could he… How could he be this fast!


Tumi Sangzha was even stronger than Jiaosiluo, let alone those other ordinary generals. Purely in terms of cultivation level, not even Wang Chong was a match for him.


But the speed and dexterity Wang Chong was displaying were at levels that not even an expert like Tumi Sangzha could reach.


Fast!


Too, too fast!


The entire mountain seemed to be covered in the blurs left behind by Wang Chong. The bloody lights were all around him, surrounding his metal giants. For a moment, even Tumi Sangzha couldn't keep up with Wang Chong's speed. He was incapable of distinguishing between true and false, only feeling that the entire world was covered by Wang Chong's blurred figure.
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Clang! Clang! Clang!


Tumi Sangzha pushed the strength in his body to its limits, the scimitar in his hand creating a watertight defense, each of his blows using all the power he could muster. But against Wang Chong's storm of attacks, he was simply a punching bag with no ability to counter.


Wang Chong's speed had completely surpassed the limits of his cultivation; even Tumi Sangzha could not keep up. When Wang Chong advanced to Profound Martial Tier 7, bordering on Tier 8, his Phantom Steps also underwent a significant transformation, advancing to a brand-new level.


Tumi Sangzha grew more and more shocked, eventually culminating in a shout.


"All Tibetan soldiers, hear my order. The Wang Chong that Great Minister wishes to kill is here. Everyone, quickly come and kill him!"


Tumi Sangzha's nervous and furious roar was like a thunderclap exploding over the mountain, reverberating over the entire battlefield. It not only attracted the notice of the Ngari generals on the mountain, but that of Dalun Ruozan at the base of the mountain as well.


"Wang Chong!!!"


Dalun Ruozan's gaze chilled as he immediately shot his gaze toward that voice. The words 'Wang Chong' were like a spell, instantly provoking Dalun Ruozan.


If there was one thing that Dalun Ruozan cared more about than the outcome of this battle, it would be Wang Chong's death.


"Pass on my order. Ignore the Annan Protectorate army; first kill Wang Chong for me! No matter what, he can't be allowed to leave alive! Have Longqinba and Ciren Xiangxiong go up together!"


Dalun Ruozan looked up at that bloody glow near the summit, the killing intent in his eyes bared for all to see.


Buzz!


Dalun Ruozan's order was transmitted to the entire battlefield, and with this order, the Tibetan army immediately changed course.


"The Great Minister has ordered for Wang Chong to be killed!"


"All soldiers, hear my order and attack the southeast!"


……


A mighty roar suddenly exploded from the mountain. Looking down from the sky, one could see warhorses neighing as the dense ranks of TIbetan cavalry began to surge from various areas to the southeast region of the summit.


"Over there! Kill Wang Chong! Become the greatest warrior of the plateau!"


Warhorses galloped onto the mountain, the Tibetan generals upon them staring with sharp gazes, storms of energy raging around their bodies.


Compared to normal soldiers, the generals of Ü-Tsang were much fiercer and more vicious.


Rumble! Steel clattered as Halos of Thorns began to expand, each representing one Profound Martial general of Ü-Tsang.


Neigh!


As their warhorses gave out heaven-shaking cries, ten-some Tibetan generals charged toward Wang Chong, their eyes glowing with a vicious light.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


Horses screamed as they struck the ground with massive holes in their bodies. Before they could even approach, the Tibetan generals had fallen under a thunderous assault.


Neigh!


A Tibetan general was in the middle of jumping from his horse when a bloody light flashed by, leaving both him and his horse cloven in two.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


Two, three, four… one general after another was felled by Wang Chong before they could get close. After they died, the energy within their bodies gathered into a bloody mist and surged into Wang Chong's body.


Kaclack! In just a few short moments, Wang Chong's strength swelled once more. From Tier 7 of the Profound Martial realm, he ascended to Tier 8, then Tier 9, finally stopping at the peak of Tier 9.


"Not good!"


Tumi Sangzha's face paled. No matter how slow he was, even he had realized by now that he had just committed an enormous mistake.


His original intention had been to call over more elite experts and have them surround Wang Chong so that they could finally finish off this disease threatening the livelihood of Ü-Tsang.


But Tumi Sangzha had forgotten that with Wang Chong's current level of cultivation, many Tibetan generals were no match for him.


These lower-level Tibetan generals charging up the summit could only become nutrients for Wang Chong. With their cultivation snatched away, Wang Chong would only become more and more terrifying.


When Wang Chong was on the border of Tier 7 and Tier 8, he was already a powerful threat to him, even giving him the impression that he was standing on the precipice of death. Now that Wang Chong had absorbed the energy of these Tibetan generals, didn't that mean…


As this thought flashed through his mind, Tumi Sangzha's body went stiff. A faint wound, as thin as a thread, suddenly appeared on his forehead. Then it spread down to his nose, his mouth, his chest… In the end, it spread down to the metal giant, cleaving this massive being in two.


I didn't think… that I would actually die at his hands!


Tumi Sangzha's eyes were wide, his entire body as cold as ice. Wang Chong had been too fast, far too fast. He didn't have the time to think about pulling out his scimitar before being killed.


Thump!


Under countless gazes, Tumi Sangzha, standing on the shoulder of the metal giant, suddenly exploded into pieces.


And with his death, those metal men and giants summoned by the Halo of Black Iron instantly collapsed into powder and pieces.


"Kiiiill!"


A constant stream of Tibetan soldiers charged up the mountain, hoping to drown Wang Chong under their massive wave. Any general in these circumstances, no matter how powerful, would ultimately end up running out of energy and dying.


But Wang Chong was different.


He was a tireless killing machine constantly piling up more and more corpses on the mountain, massive numbers of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers dying at his hand.


During this massacre, Wang Chong's strength was only increasing, ascending. In the end, under countless fearful gazes, he proceeded toward the Imperial Martial realm desired by countless warriors.


I won't lose! I won't! I'll never lose!


The cries in Wang Chong's heart grew louder and louder. He no longer felt pain, and the countless sabers and swords hacking down at him were either blocked by his sturdy armor or jolted away by that majestic barrier of bloody Stellar Energy.


Fifteen minutes, thirty minutes, forty-five minutes…


Time ceased to have meaning for Wang Chong. He had already forgotten about the outside world, about himself, about everything except fighting.


The piles of corpses on the mountain grew higher and higher. After some time, a majestic energy, as hot as lava, burst from Wang Chong's body.


Boom!


Wang Chong heard a massive sound in his mind.


In that moment, the entire world seemed to fall quiet. For the first time, that endless flood of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers, who had once seemed heedless of death, now showed signs of panic and fear.


"The Imperial Martial realm! He reached the Imperial Martial realm!"


"How could this be?!!"


"We're only True Martial realm soldiers! We're no match for Imperial Martial realm experts!"


"Retreat! Hurry!"


"The Great Minister has given the order! Those who retreat will be executed! If we can't reach the summit, we'll all be killed!"


……


The soldiers surrounding Wang Chong all looked at him with fear and shock, some of them even beginning to tremble.


By now, Wang Chong had killed thousands of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers. Each of them had thought that he would eventually run out of energy and die, but in reality, not only had Wang Chong not fallen, he had only grown more and more terrifying, even breaking through into the Imperial Martial realm.


Wang Chong stood amidst thousands of corpses, his hair being blown across his face by the wind. But this could not conceal that pair of vicious, cruel, insane, and bloodthirsty eyes, red and monstrous.


Wang Chong only needed to glance around him to stir cries of panic. This boundless killing intent caused all the horses and soldiers to stumble back in retreat.


"Make way! I'll kill him!"


A cold and icy voice came from above, and a massive figure plummeted from the sky and crashed down in front of Wang Chong.


Clang! A massive ten-armed bodhisattva appeared, his ten arms pointed up to the sky like sharp swords. For a moment, he appeared like a blazing sun of gold.


The ten-armed bodhisattva slightly leaned his body to look down at Wang Chong, energy crackling around him.


Finally, Longqinba, the leader of the Five Tiger Generals, had appeared.


Boom!


Before anyone could react, a golden saber energy, ten-some zhang tall, suddenly descended from the sky, and Longqinba appeared to not even have moved.


In terms of speed and strength, Longqinba had always been one of the best. He could only be above Wang Chong, not below.


Buzz! Longqinba was fast, but Wang Chong was no slower. Wang Chong suddenly raised his arms and swiftly blocked Longqinba's blade.


Rumble! The mountain trembled, dust filled the air, and a fissure ten-some zhang long appeared across from the bodhisattva.


But the area several zhang around Wang Chong was calm, the ground unbroken. There was no sign that any saber energy had passed by.


Longqinba's powerful blow had been completely blocked by Wang Chong.


How could this be? He actually blocked an attack from my bodhisattva?


Within the ten-armed bodhisattva, Longqinba's pupils constricted, a look of shock appearing on his face. In all three sides of this conflict, besides the elite commanders like Wang Yan, Xianyu Zhongtong, Huoshu Huicang, Duan Gequan, and Geluofeng, only Sun Liuyue could fight on even terms with him.


But not even Sun Liuyue could use this sort of method to take the full force of his saber. He did not dare to believe that Wang Chong, a youth known for his intelligence and schemes, was actually such an accomplished martial artist that he could exchange blow for blow with him.


What sort of martial art is he cultivating? No one can contend against the arts of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple! This is impossible!


Longqinba felt a massive shock.


For Wang Chong to rise so greatly in strength in such a short time defied all the principles and common sense of martial arts that he understood. Not even the Great Snow Mountain, with all its secret martial arts manuals, could accomplish such a thing.


"Brat, what in the world are you?"


Longqinba suddenly realized that both he and the Great Minister had completely underestimated this youth of the Great Tang. Everything about him could not be appraised using common sense.


Boom!


Regardless of what Longqinba thought, such things were completely meaningless to the current Wang Chong. A moment after Longqinba attacked, Wang Chong quickly began his counter.
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Buzz! In a flash of light, Wang Chong vanished from in front of the ten-armed bodhisattva. Before the surrounding Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers could see where he was, Wang Chong had already appeared at the bodhisattva's side.


Saber clashed against sword, sending sparks flying. Wang Chong's terrifying strike had been completely blocked by one of the bodhisattva's ten arms. The Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple's ten-armed bodhisattva was renowned for the flurry of attacks it could unleash, and few could match it in terms of attack speed. In addition, it had no blind spots, the ten arms guarding the front and back, up and down, left and right.


No matter which angle Wang Chong attacked from, the ten-armed bodhisattva was completely capable of blocking him.


"I'd like to see just how much skill you actually have!"


Longqinba was already completely provoked by Wang Chong's attack. As the leader of the Five Tiger Generals, Longqinba didn't believe that he would lose to the Great Tang youth. Clangclangclang! The golden bodhisattva began to spin four of its sword-like arms, letting out a harsh shriek.


Boom! Longqinba and Wang Chong disappeared, both of them moving at their greatest speed. The blurs left behind by their movements were visible all across the summit.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


Waves of energy swept over the mountain, throwing corpses and stones everywhere and filling the air with dust.


This was the first time Longqinba had been forced to push the ten-armed bodhisattva to this level. The ten arms of the bodhisattva, coupled with Longqinba's innate strength, were like five or six Imperial Martial realm experts fighting with Wang Chong at the same time.


On the Tibetan Plateau, Longqinba's attacks reigned supreme. Neither Ciren Xiangxiong nor any of the experts from the other tribes could compare.


But his opponent this time was Wang Chong.


Though Longqinba's ten-armed bodhisattva was fast, Wang Chong was not slow. The six-arms technique were being worked to the limit as if he himself had grown these six arms. Meanwhile, the Little Yinyang Sword and Wootz Steel sword in his left and right hands were being utilized to their maximum extent.


Although Wang Chong's six-arms technique was far inferior to Longqinba's ten-armed bodhisattva, it was enough to contend against Longqinba.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


The ten arms were like the sharpest swords, each one like a supreme expert. They constantly stabbed down, their saber energy leaving behind no trace as they hacked at Wang Chong.


The war was approaching its end and Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang were on the verge of victory. Thus, Longqinba did not care that the ten-armed bodhisattva was consuming massive amounts of energy in its peak state and would be certain to leave him very weak for some time after the battle.


Wang Chong was at the top of the Great Minister's must-kill list.


In truth, even Longqinba regarded him as a thorn in the side, a mortal affliction for the Tibetan Plateau. Although few outsiders knew of the plague now rapidly spreading across the Tibetan Plateau, Longqinba knew.


This sort of opponent with these sorts of schemes, this sort of ability and wisdom, was not someone the Ü-Tsang Empire could ever let go.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


The more he fought, the more astonished Longqinba was. The youth with bloody eyes before him had clearly fallen into madness, but the fighting power he displayed indicated otherwise.


Although he was in a state of madness, his abilities chilled the heart of even an elite expert like Longqinba. Not only was he incredibly fast, his every move was refined, simple, swift, effective!


Each move had nothing extraneous, only that which could kill the enemy in the swiftest and most effective manner.


"Attack! Help General Long kill that brat!"


"Forward! Kill that brat and be richly rewarded!"


"General has already held him down. Let's go up and together and give General a hand!"


……


Seeing Longqinba halting Wang Chong, the surrounding Tibetan soldiers who had just arrived from the rear saw their chance and charged forward to offer their assistance.


Buzz!


The situation suddenly changed. As if sensing a threat from elsewhere, Wang Chong vanished from Longqinba's vision in a flash of light. Before Longqinba could react, screams rose from around him. Hundreds of Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers were suddenly flung into the air, cut into pieces before they could even hit the ground.


"Not good!"


Even as the leader of the Five Tiger Generals, Longqinba still instantly grimaced at this sight. But it was all too late. The sky was filled with cries of battle, and soldiers who didn't know the truth of the situation were rushing in from every direction, provoking Wang Chong.


Wang Chong had apparently completely abandoned Longqinba, his targets switching to the other Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers.


A martial artist skilled in the application of the Little Yinyang Art and wielding the exceedingly sharp Wootz Steel sword was essentially invincible on a chaotic battlefield like this.


Even more disastrous was that Wang Chong's Little Yinyang Art could allow him to constantly absorb energy from others, and it seemed like he had no limits.


"Aaaaah!"


Screams rose and fell as the entire southeast battle line became Wang Chong's slaughtering ground. Boom! By the time Longqinba's ten-armed bodhisattva had arrived and attacked Wang Chong, the mountain side was covered in the corpses of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers of both the Profound Martial realm and True Martial realm. The place had been transformed into a slaughterhouse.


"Contemptible thing, I'm going to kill you!"


When he saw the thousands of soldiers Wang Chong had slain, Longqinba's eyes went red as rage rose from his chest to the top of his head.


Wang Chong dared to kill people in front of him, treating him like he didn't exist? When had the imposing leader of the Five Tiger Generals of the Ngari Royal Lineage ever been so humiliated?


Rumble! His dantian vibrated with a metal clattering. Longqinba was instantly covered in furious Stellar Energy, the bodhisattva raising all ten of its arms as it unleashed a storm of blows at a speed several times faster than before.


But before Longqinba could approach Wang Chong, a new development occurred.


Buzz!


With no warning, an invisible strength suddenly descended from the sky and wrapped around Longqinba like a set of chains. Before Longqinba could even respond, he felt his strength drop an entire level.


This sudden change in cultivation level made Longqinba almost lose control of the ten-armed bodhisattva, and he almost fell to the floor.


"Congratulations to user! For killing (far more than) ten foreign generals, you have successfully activated the Bane of Generals Halo!"


Longqinba had no idea that a cold voice was currently ringing out in Wang Chong's mind. However, he could see that a brand-new halo had appeared under Wang Chong's feet.


This was a massive Halo of Thorns, its colors a mix of gold and black. Within the halo, it was possible to see visions of various sorts of armaments: sabers, spears, swords, halberds, axes, and shields.


Rumble! In an instant, that mysterious halo spread from Wang Chong's feet to cover the entire mountain.


If one looked down from the sky, they would notice that countless halos were beginning to flicker. This time, however, it was not the halos of ordinary soldiers, but all of the halos of the generals that dropped down a tier.


At this moment, all the generals on the mountain had their strength suppressed a tier, including Longqinba.


What sort of halo is this?


Longqinba had paled. In all his long life, he had never seen a halo like this.


In this world, the effects of halos were to strengthen oneself, but Wang Chong's were different. They were apparently focused on weakening the enemy. Perhaps he could disregard it when they had only weakened ordinary soldiers, but this time, even Longqinba had been affected!


With the appearance of the Bane of Generals Halo, the course of the entire battle instantly changed.


Boom! A sword light shot forward like a lightning bolt to Longqinba. In the past, Longqinba would have been completely capable of stopping it, but this time, Longqinba was just a moment too slow.


Squelch!


The sound of a sharp weapon entering flesh!


Longqinba had only thought about intercepting this attack when a sharp edge had plunged through his Stellar Energy and his armor to stab into his heart.


Thud!


Longqinba's knees went soft, his hands grasping the sword as he incredulously kneeled. He could feel his energy being drained out of his body by that evil sword.


It shouldn't be!


Even when he died, Longqinba couldn't believe that though he had come to kill Wang Chong, he had been the one who ended up being killed. The Bane of Generals Halo had disrupted his tempo, leading to his death.


A fight between experts was decided in seconds.


At the levels that Wang Chong and Longqinba had reached, the smallest difference in speed could result in death, and this was the weakening effect of the Bane of Generals Halo!


"General is dead!"


When Longqinba fell, his hands grasping the sword, the entire army instantly fell into chaos.


Everyone was dumbstruck by this sight.


As they looked at Longqinba's kneeling corpse and that monstrous red figure in front of him, a deep fear appeared in their eyes. The person in front of them was no man, but some inhuman demon god.


No one had imagined that Longqinba would die! And to die in this way!


Swoosh!


A longsword separated Longqinba's head from his neck and sent it flying into the air, causing a powerful panic to spread through the crowd. The Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers who had been bravely charging into the fray now felt a terrifying dread.


Wang Chong seemed like an unkillable monster. No matter how many people came or how they fought, he would never lose and never tire.


"Fight! Fight! Fight!


"Kill! Kill! Kill!"


……


Wang Chong continued to battle on the summit, going wherever he could find people. The bloody light would leave the ground covered in terrified corpses wherever it passed. Ten, one hundred, one thousand, ten thousand…


Those screams only spurred on Wang Chong's killing intent, and he wreaked havoc on the mountain like a god of death.


A long, long while later, after what seemed like countless epochs, all was silent. The entire world seemed to have fallen into a deathly stillness. The blood in Wang Chong's eyes began to fade and he gradually began to regain his senses. At this moment, he could not sense a single person around him.


At this moment, that frenzied flame that had pushed him on and provided him strength finally began to fade.


Finally, Wang Chong began to feel a deep exhaustion.


"Little Brother, Little Brother…"


A worried voice called out to him. It was very soft, like it was being said from very far away.
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Who is it? Who's calling me?


Something seemed to flicker in front of Wang Chong's eyes, and he inadvertently lashed out with his sword. Clang! The clash of metal at his ear jolted Wang Chong awake, dispelling the world of blood that filled Wang Chong's eyes.


The sounds of metal clashing, warhorses neighing, and calls of battle began to enter his ear once more.


Wang Chong opened his eyes and immediately saw a worried, young, and handsome face in front of him.


"Big Brother?!!"


Wang Chong, an incredulous expression on his face, looked in a daze at the worried young man in front of him. The worried and concerned young man who had appeared before him was Wang Chong's oldest brother, Wang Fu.


His face was somewhat pale, and he seemed rather weak.


It was also at this moment that Wang Chong noticed that the sword in his hand was in a fierce clash with the Wootz Steel sword in his big brother's hands. The two were locked in a stalemate.


And his big brother was drenched in blood. He had apparently been injured, with some of the wounds seemingly inflicted by a Wootz Steel sword.


"What's going on here?"


Wang Chong was stupefied. He remembered that he had been charging to the southeast lines, but nothing after that.


"Little Brother, how are you doing now?"


Wang Fu's voice pulled Wang Chong back into reality. Although he appeared calm on the surface, Wang Fu's eyes were filled with concern and anxiety.


"I'm doing okay…"


Wang Chong heaved for breath.


"Do you remember what happened just now?" Wang Fu cautiously probed.


Wang Chong shook his head. He only remembered that he was charging into the gap created by Duan Gequan, but nothing else, much less why he was fighting with his own brother.


"Whew!"


Wang Fu exhaled, his expression clearly relaxing.


"Eldest Young Master, it's okay, he's fine!"


In the back, Old Eagle also gave a long sigh.


Wang Chong saw the cautious expressions on the pair and vaguely began to realize something. But Wang Chong quickly recalled something else. The southeast defense line…


He clearly remembered that before he handed over command to Old Eagle, the southeast defense line had completely collapsed.


"Little Brother, wait a moment. Don't turn your head just yet!"


Wang Fu noticed something, his expression instantly changing as he shouted at Wang Chong, but he was too late.


Hwooom! As Wang Chong turned his head to look at the windswept battlefield, he saw a sight that he would remember for the rest of his life. Starting from his feet, the ground was covered in thousands of corpses, covering the mountain. The bodies of horses and humans, sabers and swords, war banners… the sight extended as far as the eye could see, crimson blood flowing from these wan corpses and gushing down the slopes in waterfalls.


In a radius of seven to eight hundred zhang, not a single standing Mengshe Zhao or Ü-Tsang soldier could be seen. All the Mengshe Zhao and Tibetan soldiers were warily watching from the distance, their faces pale as they looked fearfully at him as if he were some sort of demonic god risen from hell.


Wang Chong only needed to turn and glance at them for these brave soldiers to back up in fear.


As his gaze swept over the southeast lines, Wang Chong saw the corpses of Tumi Sangzha, Longqinba, and many more Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang generals.


"Did I really do all this?" Wang Chong muttered to himself, his heart stunned by this sight.


This was a living hell!


Even though he didn't want to believe it, the fact that those Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers looked at him like he was some demonic god, the thick scent of blood on his body, and the exhaustion he felt despite the exuberant blood energy within his body made Wang Chong gradually begin to understand.


"Little Brother, don't think about it too much. This is war."


Wang Fu walked up from behind him and added, "And this war is still far from over!"


Wang Fu was correct. Although Wang Chong had managed to rely on his own strength to reverse the tides of battle and salvage the southeast defense line, pushing back the tide of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers, the war was still far from its conclusion.


Of the Myriad Stars Formation's eight defensive lines, Wang Chong had only saved the southeast defensive line, only altering the local situation. Although he had killed more than ten thousand soldiers in his madness, in comparison to the more than two hundred thousand Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers that remained, this was not nearly enough.


The southwest, northwest, northeast, north, west, south… these areas were still engaged in fierce combat.


And on the mountain, his father Wang Yan's Mighty Miracle God was still battling with Huoshu Huicang's Vairocana Buddha, and Xianyu Zhongtong's Vajra God was battling with Duan Gequan's two-headed, four-armed demon god.


By driving the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers away from the southeast line, Wang Chong had driven them to charge to the other defensive lines.


"Little Brother, everyone still needs you. The Great Tang still needs you!"


Wang Fu looked at Wang Chong, a sense of deep anticipation in his eyes.


He had only awoken from his coma a short while ago. To speak truthfully, that Wang Chong had managed to bring the army to this stage and have it hold out for so long left him deeply astonished!


Although they were descended from the same father and mother, Wang Fu had never imagined that this naughty and mischievous third brother of his would actually be hiding such a superb talent for battle.


Purely in terms of strategic mind, his little brother Wang Chong had far surpassed him.


At this moment, only his little brother could lead the army out of this situation.


"Little Brother, whether it's to fight or retreat, you have my full support. Defeat in battle is not the crime of a soldier. That we could last to this point is already quite good. There are simply too many Mengshe Zhao and Tibetan soldiers…" Wang Fu said.


The battle was still not over and the worst situation had not occurred, so there was still enough time for the Annan Protectorate army to choose whether it wanted to retreat and preserve its manpower or continue fighting.


Wang Fu had decided to pass his decision-making authority to his little brother.


"No retreat! In this war, I'll never retreat!"


Wang Chong interrupted his brother before he could finish speaking. If the southeast lines had not been broken and had been temporarily stabilized, he still had a chance. Clang! Wang Chong put away his sword and began to run back up to the summit.


"Old Eagle, come with me!"


In his mind, the Stone of Destiny was continuing to deluge him with warnings. The Annan Protectorate army's numbers had dropped to very dangerous levels. If they continued to fall, Wang Chong would be obliterated.


But Wang Chong would never permit himself to retreat.


The Annan Protectorate army could not retreat!


The Great Tang also could not retreat!


If the Annan Protectorate army retreated a single step, the dominoes would fall and the Central Plains would crumble. The retreat of a single step would lead to step after step of retreat. This was no longer simply about the continuation of the Annan Protectorate or the safety of the southwest.


Not even his big brother Wang Fu knew that no one on the mountain, including Wang Fu, had anywhere left to retreat to.


And in Wang Chong's view, this battle was still far from lost.


There was still time to turn everything around.


Whoosh!


The black banner fluttered in the wind. It had long ago been cut down, clearly the handiwork of a Tibetan scimitar, but the half-banner left that represented the Great Tang, the Annan Protectorate, had been thrust back into the summit by someone else.


Underneath the gloomy skies, Wang Chong stood on the summit and looked around. The ground was covered in corpses, and the Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers were engaged in combat with the Great Tang soldiers wherever he looked. At some point, the broken defense line to the east had been filled back in.


"Big Brother!"


Although he had no idea what had happened moments ago, much less how the eastern lines had been repaired, the familiar arrangement of the soldiers immediately allowed Wang Chong to understand who the architect was.


There was no question that at the crucial moment, his big brother had appeared and led the army in repairing the eastern gap.


"Axe soldiers, retreat! Shield soldiers, forward!


"Pass on my message to the western lines. General Zhang should lead the spear soldiers and strike to the southwest!


"Pass on to the northern lines. The second and third units should advance thirty paces forward and to the left and split apart the Tibetan cavalry from the Mengshe Zhao soldiers.


"Order all the cavalry to immediately retreat and gather at the summit for orders.


"Order the archers to gather arrows for one last volley.


"Order the craftsmen to gather on the summit and have them do their utmost to produce one last wave of arrows. Inscriptions are not necessary!


"Order Sun Liuyue, Luo Ji, Zhao Wujiang, and Lin Wushou to pass their commands to their deputies and conclude the battles with their opponents. They should do all they can to deal with the elephants on the southern line!


"The fifth and sixth units should move to the southeast. The fourteenth and seventeenth units should move to the northwest. The twenty-third and twenty-sixth units should move to the northeast… the Myriad Stars Formation should retract. All lines should be moved back!"


……


Standing under the banner, Wang Chong let out a string of orders. With the southeast and eastern lines repaired, the danger confronting the Annan Protectorate army and the Myriad Stars Formation had greatly decreased.


Although Duan Gequan's lethal strike had caused the still-unripe Myriad Stars Formation to crumble and led to the death of many Tang soldiers, it had also created a great deal of space on the summit. Wang Chong now had another chance to utilize the formation.


Buzz!


As the orders came one after the other, the Annan Protectorate army seemed to find its core, stabilizing and steadying.


By choosing to retreat and shrink the defense line, gathering his forces at the summit, the paused Myriad Stars Formation, now shrunken by several times, once more began to slowly come back to life.


And it was moving and turning faster and faster!


"Damn it! How could this be!"


At the base of the mountain, Dalun Ruozan paled at this sight. Duan Gequan, the Erhai Great General, did not serve under Huoshu Huicang, so Huoshu Huicang could not control him. Naturally, he could not predict or restrict his actions.


Frankly speaking, even Dalun Ruozan had been surprised at the patience of the Erhai Great General as well as his thunderous strike. But he had to admit that this strike had been rather effective.


After managing to break Wang Chong's Myriad Stars Formation with great difficulty, Dalun Ruozan could not permit the formation to restart.


After experiencing the killing power of the Myriad Stars Formation, Dalun Ruozan was well aware what its re-establishment would mean for the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


A frenzied meat grinder!
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"Pass on my order! We must pay any price! Commit all the soldiers!


"Commit the execution squad and battle supervisors as well! No matter how big of a price, we can't let that bastard re-establish the formation!"


……


At the very end, Dalun Ruozan was almost panicked in his bellows.


Dalun Ruozan had always been known as elegant, well-learned, and composed. He couldn't even remember the last time he had been forced to take such steps. But in a critical moment like this, against an opponent like Wang Chong, he found it impossible to not worry.


Against an opponent on Wang Chong's level, the smallest mistake might lead the entire situation to be reversed.


And Dalun Ruozan had no desire to lose this way.


Gallop!


Horses rushed off, leaving thick trails of dust in their wake. With Dalun Ruozan's orders, the entire Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army began to press up to the summit. By now, more than seventy percent of the steel walls on the mountain had been dismantled.


The Annan Protectorate army now posed a far smaller threat to the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


"Archers, fire!"


Whether Dalun Ruozan or Geluofeng were willing or unwilling, these archers that Wang Chong had so stubbornly kept in the center of the army, using the arrows that had been gathered from the mountain or been crafted by Zhang Shouzhi's craftsmen, now played a most vital role in the battle.


Thwishthwishthwish!


The thick volley of arrows dropped down from the sky, descending on the southeast face in a critical node of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. Like a line of dominoes, this point of chaos quickly expanded, throwing the state of the entire army into turmoil. In the end, it succeeded in upsetting the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang offensive.


This was the best chance for the Annan Protectorate army.


Boom!


The entire mountain quaked as the much-constricted Myriad Stars Formation of the Annan Protectorate army once more rumbled to life. Although it was on a much smaller scale, it was just right for the restricted confines of the summit, allowing this slaughtering formation so famous in Wang Chong's last life to once more display its terrifying power.


Countless Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers were falling, and the casualties of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang were several times greater than the Great Tang casualties. The constant warnings from the Stone of Destiny in Wang Chong's mind were gradually beginning to slow. But the Annan Protectorate army was still in an awful situation.


"Young Master, are we really not retreating?"


On the summit, Old Eagle's face was covered in worry. The Annan Protectorate army had once more displayed a tremendous fighting power, with each Tang death requiring a payment of seven or eight Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers.


But if this situation continued, the best outcome was still both sides coming away defeated. The Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army might up end up heavily injured, but the Annan Protectorate army would end up fighting to the last man.


Old Eagle wasn't afraid of death, and he had no regrets dying here with the tens of thousands of soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army. But Wang Chong absolutely could not be allowed to die here.


Wang Chong possessed a talent for command that surpassed all other generals, with the war of the southwest serving as the best introduction.


Wang Chong had already amply proved himself in front of renowned generals of the southwest like Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan. He had used one hundred thousand soldiers to contend against their five hundred thousand soldiers, a good portion of the enemy army even being made up of potent cavalry. Not even Dalun Ruozan could have pulled off such a feat.


Purely in terms of his grasp of the art of war, not even Dalun Ruozan might be able to compare.


In the future, Wang Chong's talent would allow him to become the hope of the Great Tang, a general who would strike fear into the rest of the world. No matter what, he could not be allowed to die here.


Old Eagle slightly lowered his head, a glint in his eyes. He had hidden a hand in his sleeve, accumulating energy. Wang Chong wasn't focused on him at all, so Old Eagle planned to knock Wang Chong unconscious and drag him away if the situation turned sour and Wang Chong still refused to leave.


"We still haven't lost, not yet… The Tibetans and Mengshe Zhao haven't won. We still have a chance to win!"


A voice entered his ear. Old Eagle looked down at the cross-legged Wang Chong seated beneath the banner, a stupefied look on his face.


"Young Master, what are you saying?"


At this stage in the battle, Old Eagle had no idea how the Annan Protectorate army could still win. All the tricks had been used, all the cards shown. Everything had been placed on the table, and Old Eagle truly couldn't see where the Annan Protectorate army could extract victory.


But Wang Chong had never lied, especially at moments like this.


"We still have a chance; we must have a chance…" Wang Chong said, his head slowly looking toward the south, his eyes brightly shining. The Great Tang had still not lost, nor had the Annan Protectorate army. Only Wang Chong knew that the southwest still had one sliver of hope, the last sliver of hope.


"I've already arranged for everything. It all depends on you now…"


Wang Chong looked to the south and spoke so softly that only he himself could hear his words.


Wang Chong had written out all his plans in the silk bag, but he had no idea if that person could arrive at the battlefield on time.


"Everyone's lives are in your hands. Right now, I can only hope that you'll be able to get here…"


Wang Chong suddenly stood and issued the most important order he had given since he had awakened.


"Old Eagle, give the signal!"


"Ah?"


Old Eagle looked at him in a daze, slow to react.


"Did you forget about the signal I told you about three days ago?"


Wang Chong turned to look at Old Eagle, his expression extremely grave.


In a flash, Old Eagle remembered. Three days ago, Wang Chong had told him of a very important signal, but he hadn't said anything about what it was for.


Old Eagle had never imagined that this signal would be used at a time like this, and even now, Old Eagle didn't understand what that signal meant.


Creee!


The resounding cry of an eagle exploded over the battlefield. A massive eagle flew out of the dark clouds, letting out a set of cries that seemed to possess a sort of cadence.


The cry of the eagle could be heard a hundred li away as it echoed across the skies.


"What's he doing?"


Wang Chong's sudden movements had attracted the notice of many people. At the base of the mountain, Geluofeng and Dalun Ruozan turned their heads up to the massive eagle in the sky.


On the intense battlefield, the cries of this eagle seemed very abrupt. Although neither of the pair knew what it meant, given their understanding of Wang Chong, the commanders of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang still maintained a deep vigilance.


But after the eagle cried out, nothing happened. All was quiet and calm in the distance while an intense melee was still taking place on the battlefield. They could detect no change.


"What is that fellow up to?"


Dalun Ruozan squinted at that large eagle in the sky. The sudden appearance of this eagle and the ensuing nothingness left him completely confused.


On the other end, Geluofeng was no less perplexed.


Although he very rarely involved himself in strategic decisions, he viewed the youngest son of the Wang Clan with as much wariness as Dalun Ruozan.


"No matter what plans he has, it's useless now. We don't believe that you still have any tricks up your sleeve at a time like this!"


Geluofeng looked up, his eyes shining with a sharp light.


The war of the southwest was already settled. He, Geluofeng, had already proved to everyone that the Great Tang was not invincible. Although the price had been heavy, as long as he maintained the alliance between Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang, Mengshe Zhao would be able to deal with the Great Tang's counterattack.


More importantly, by obtaining the Great Tang's southwest, Mengshe Zhao would truly be able to escape the confines of the Erhai. And afterward, in order to deal with a common foe, Geluofeng would think of a way to get the assistance of other empires.


In the end, Mengshe Zhao would be able to recover all its losses and gain many advantages for itself.


This was Geluofeng's position on the war of the southwest.


These thoughts were not able to last in Geluofeng's mind for long. In the next moment, all his hopes and ambitions for the southwest were shattered.


"Your Majesty, quick, look over there!" someone suddenly exclaimed. Geluofeng subconsciously turned his head in the direction of the voice, whereupon he saw thick plumes of smoke roiling up from the horizon.


One, two, three… in the end, the entire horizon was covered in thick plumes of smoke, and the sounds of fighting and shouting could be heard in the distance.


In a moment, Geluofeng seemed to be dealt a terrible blow, his entire face draining of blood to become as white as a sheet of paper. This sovereign of the southwest who very rarely revealed his emotions finally showed signs of panic and unease.


"The granaries!"


Geluofeng's entire body trembled. There was only one thought in his mind. In that direction was the place where Mengshe Zhao stored its grain. To prevent a Tang night raid on the granaries to burn them down, Geluofeng had stationed them in the rear and dispatched soldiers to guard them.


The Tibetans and Mengshe Zhao consumed a great deal of food every day, especially in the later phases, as Geluofeng became responsible for feeding the Tibetans as well. As a result, Geluofeng had dispatched a large number of peasants and laborers to construct a great number of massive granaries.


Geluofeng had never expected these granaries that could feed more than two hundred thousand soldiers to be attacked at a time like this. From the thick smoke and fire, this conflagration was no small one.


Few, if any, granaries had probably survived.


"How could this be? What happened to the soldiers guarding the granaries?"


Geluofeng's eyes went red as he clenched his teeth, not daring to believe his eyes. He clearly remembered that five thousand soldiers had been stationed there. Why had he not heard anything from them?


But none of this was important. All the soldiers had already been committed to the battlefield, as the battle had reached its climax. Geluofeng had no soldiers to send as reinforcements.


"Wang Chong!!"


Geluofeng twisted his head to glare at the summit. No matter how slow he was, even he had realized that the eagle cries from just now were a signal to burn the granaries.
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"A fire has started in the rear of the Mengshe Zhao army!!"


On the summit, Old Eagle stared incredulously at the fiery light rising from the distance. This was practically a miracle to him. Old Eagle had never imagined that the signal Wang Chong had spoken of to him three days ago would be for this.


"Hahaha, Li Siye, I knew that you wouldn't let me down!"


Wang Chong roared with laughter as he looked with bright eyes into the distance, the dark clouds shrouding his brow now swept away.


The most critical moment in the battle had finally arrived. Just as expected, Li Siye, after completing his mission of spreading plague over the plateau, had followed the last order in the silk bag and hurried to the southwestern battlefield.


From the moment he left the capital, Wang Chong had already known that it would be very difficult for the Great Tang to win the war. In order to defeat the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, this would be his last and only chance.


On the Tibetan Plateau, the plague was spreading, leaving the corpses of cows and sheep covering the earth. And now, he had succeeded in burning the granaries of the Mengshe Zhao army.


With the provisions of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army destroyed, they instantly ran out of options. Even if Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang were willing to have the Tibetans eat the Mengshe Zhao provisions, such plans were now useless.


Because there was no! More! Food!


"Geluofeng, now it's your turn to choose!"


Wang Chong looked down the mountain at the kingly figure on the chariot, his eyes shining bright.


……


"Bastard!!"


Geluofeng's face was contorted in rage, the overlord of Erhai far angrier than Wang Chong had imagined. Those granaries in the rear had not only contained the provisions to feed an army of hundreds of thousands, they had also contained Geluofeng's lifelong dreams and hopes.


Without those provisions, then regardless of victory or defeat, after this battle, Geluofeng would have to retreat. And the Tibetans would have to withdraw even faster than the Mengshe Zhao army.


Without the support of the Tibetans, Mengshe Zhao would stand no chance against the next wave of Great Tang attacks.


And in the Great Tang's southwest, all the civilians would have hidden away in the mountains and forests to avoid the war, either taking their food with them or burying it in the ground.


Even if Geluofeng had the intention of plundering the land for food, he would consume a great deal of time. More importantly, if he divided his troops, Mengshe Zhao would not even be able to last one round against the coming Great Tang assault.


The dream that Geluofeng had worked on for decades had been utterly annihilated.


"If you destroy my dream, I'll first destroy your Annan Protectorate army and then kill you! Today, all of you will die!"


Geluofeng's entire body was trembling, his mind almost lost in his fury.


Not even after Mengshe Zhao had lost so many soldiers had he been this angry, but when he saw the smoke rising from the burning granaries, Geluofeng became thoroughly enraged.


Crack!


A burst of energy traveled down from Geluofeng's feet to the chariot beneath, causing that sumptuous bronze chariot gilded with gold to instantly shatter.


Geluofeng's body dropped down from the chariot to the earth, and the world quaked.


Bzzt!


Geluofeng's face was twisted into a vicious expression, his killing intent almost taking physical form as it exploded out of his body. Even the space around Geluofeng began to twist.


Geluofeng began to stride toward the mountain, the earth trembling with his every step. It was like not even the earth could endure his weight.


The king of Erhai no longer had the demeanor of a sovereign. All that was left was a thick killing intent.


"Die for me!"


Geluofeng stepped forward and suddenly leaped into the sky with a bang. When he descended, he was several dozen zhang away.


Bzzt!


As Geluofeng ascended the mountain, golden flames began to rise from his body, lengthening and expanding as he pressed forward.


By the time Geluofeng was midway up the mountain, the golden flames had become a massive Buddha, ten-some zhang tall. Half of its body was gold and bright like a dazzling flame while the other half was pitch-black like steel or iron. Six hands of gold and black spread out from its body as it strode up the mountain.


Crashcrack! As the massive Buddha proceeded, stones shattered in its path.


"Those who stop me will die! Wang Chong, you destroyed Our granaries, so We will take your life in exchange!"


Geluofeng's thunderous roar of fury reverberated over the battlefield.


Of the three Great General figures on the southwest battlefield, Huoshu Huicang and Duan Gequan were the first two while Geluofeng was the third, always lurking in the background.


From the very start, Geluofeng, as the sovereign of Erhai, had never participated, but now he had come.


Huoshu Huicang and Duan Gequan were already a massive threat to the Annan Protectorate army, and now that the third such character had appeared, coming forth with a storm of energy, everyone felt a stifling pressure.


"Young Master, not good! We have to go!"


Old Eagle paled as he saw the 'Pratyeka Buddha1' that Geluofeng had transformed into make its way up the mountain. Even from the distance, he could still sense the vast and destructive energy within Geluofeng's body as well as his berserk killing intent.




Wang Chong had thoroughly destroyed the Mengshe Zhao granaries, but he had also incurred the berserk killing intent of Erhai's king.


Wang Chong was a boy of seventeen years old. It would truly be difficult to believe if someone claimed that he had managed to become the target of the king of Erhai's frenzied killing intent, with the king himself coming to do the deed.


But at a time like this, this was not good news.


"Old Eagle, stand aside!"


Wang Chong pushed Old Eagle away, his eyes glimmering with a strange light.


"It's fine for me to leave at any other time, but definitely not now."


Wang Chong's eyes shone with a profound meaning, but not even Old Eagle knew what he was hinting at.


"Geluofeng, Dalun Ruozan, hahaha… you've all lost. After all this time, do none of you still understand? You've already completely lost this war. Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang will all have to pay a price for this!"


Wang Chong heartily laughed. Without their supplies, Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao had nowhere to retreat. Even victory would be a Pyrrhic one.


Although Wang Chong did not think that they could achieve even this!


Dalun Ruozan only paled at Wang Chong's voice. He had already been left speechless by the state that Wang Chong had pushed him to. Geluofeng, on the other hand, was only further infuriated, his flames only growing stronger and stronger.


"Foul brat, I want your life!"


Geluofeng jumped forward, quickening his pace. He could already see Wang Chong's figure standing at the edge of the summit, fearlessly looking at him as he just stood there.


"Come, Geluofeng! I'll let you kill me!"


Wang Chong stood in the furious winds, his sleeves flapping in the air, his eyes bright.


This attitude only further incensed Geluofeng.


If there was one person that Geluofeng had to kill in the war of the southwest, that person was Wang Chong. Geluofeng wanted to kill him even more than Dalun Ruozan did.


"If you want to die, We will fulfill your wish!"


Geluofeng glared at the mountain, only the archcriminal Wang Chong left in his eyes. He had no idea that while his focus was on Wang Chong, two pairs of eyes were watching him.


Bang!


Geluofeng stepped forward, the six arms of his Pratyeka Buddha spreading open. He leaped into the air and toward the mountain.


"Not good!"


"Your Majesty, be careful!"


Two worried shouts came from his left and right. This was so sudden that even Geluofeng was caught by surprise. More importantly, Geluofeng could tell that these voices belonged to Huoshu Huicang and Duan Gequan.


What's going on here?


For a moment, Geluofeng's mind was in complete chaos.


"Your Majesty, dodge!"


Geluofeng had never heard Duan Gequan so panicked and worried before. And besides, wasn't he fighting with Xianyu Zhongtong?


And wasn't Huoshu Huicang fighting with Wang Yan?


What was going on?


Boom! Boom!


Before Geluofeng could react, two crashes exploded by his ear. At the same time, two terrifying energies began to rapidly approach him.


"Not good!"


No matter how slow he was, Geluofeng knew that something bad had happened, but it was already too late for him. Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong had been waiting far too long for this moment.


"Geluofeng, I've been waiting for you for a long time!"


"Hand over your life! You've finally arrived!"


The earth quaked and the mountain swayed. Under countless shocked eyes, a scene that no one had expected took place.


In his furious assault, Geluofeng had utterly failed to notice that when Wang Chong appeared on the summit, he himself had been baited into the area between Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan.


In this last and decisive battle, Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong had been engaged in fierce combat with Huoshu Huicang and Duan Gequan, neither of them revealing a single flaw. Not even Huoshu Huicang and Duan Gequan had noticed anything strange.


But when Geluofeng had arrived between the two of them, Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan suddenly threw off their opponents. As if this was premeditated, the two lunged toward Geluofeng, heedless of anything else.


"Mighty Miracle Strike!"


"Heavenly God's Fury!"


The battlefield was instantly thrown into chaos as the massive figures of the Mighty Miracle God and Vajra God invested all their power into these attacks. These powerful moves came from the left and right to smash the unsuspecting Geluofeng in the middle.


If he were fighting them alone, Geluofeng would have had nothing to fear, but when Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong worked together, not even Geluofeng was any match.


"Aaaaah!"


Geluofeng let out a scream that alarmed the heavens. As Duan Gequan, Huoshu Huicang, and all of the Mengshe Zhao soldiers looked on, Geluofeng's Pratyeka Buddha avatar burst apart.


As the light and flames scattered, Geluofeng's body appeared in the air, sent flying down the mountain by a massive wave of energy. Splush! Geluofeng's body had not even hit the ground, but his eyes were already tightly shut, his face pale, blood spewing out from his mouth.


"Your Majesty!"


"Not good! His Majesty's been hurt!"


"Save His Majesty!"


……


All the Mengshe Zhao soldiers who saw this sight were stunned and panicked. Geluofeng was the King of Mengshe Zhao, the individual who united the Six Zhao of Erhai. In Mengshe Zhao, he possessed supreme status and was a powerful symbol.


With a word from him, countless people would be willing to die for him.


No one had expected something to happen to Geluofeng at a moment like this.


"Royal Fatheeer!"


On the mountain, Fengjiayi paled, his entire body trembling. Turning around, he immediately began to run toward the place where Geluofeng had fallen, ignoring everything else.

______________
1. Pratyeka Buddha are Buddhas who have achieved enlightenment on their own, without a teacher or guide.↩
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Fengjiayi had always felt a deep respect and admiration toward his father, regarding him as his goal and model in life. He could not allow anything to happen to his father!


"Your Majesty!!"


At this moment, Duan Gequan was even more panicked and fearful than Fengjiayi. As Mengshe Zhao's only Great General, Duan Gequan had always been extremely calm and subtle, rarely revealing his emotions. But Geluofeng's heavy injuries had caused the Erhai Great General to reveal a completely different side of himself: panic, worry, and incomparable fear!


The Duan Gequan of this moment had none of his previous composure.


"Your Majesty, our great ambitions have still not been achieved! You have to be okay!"


Duan Gequan was on the verge of going crazy.


Geluofeng and Duan Gequan were lord and vassal, but only Duan Gequan knew that they were also friends, brothers, compatriots, comrades who supported each other as they worked to achieve the same dream!


To take Mengshe Zhao from a small kingdom to a hegemon of the world had been a dream that Geluofeng and Duan Gequan had tirelessly worked toward for decades.


"Your Majesty, no matter what, you have to be okay!"


Duan Gequan's heart was aflame with both worry and anger.


"Wang Yan, Xianyu Zhongtong, I want your lives!"


Boom!


In an instant, Xianyu Zhongtong clashed palms with Duan Gequan and was sent flying. On the other side, Wang Yan was jolted away by Huoshu Huicang. But all of this was too late. The plans that Wang Chong had taken such pains to set up were now beginning to reveal themselves.


The Mengshe Zhao soldiers on the summit were in complete chaos, and their panic was causing the Tibetan soldiers to crumble as well.


'To shoot a person, first shoot the horse, and the capture the underlings, first capture their king.' Geluofeng's fall had been an annihilating blow to the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


"Kill!"


At almost the same time that Geluofeng fell, a heaven-shaking roar rose up from below the mountain. A group of nearly one thousand cavalry arranged in a long line, wielding swords flashing with cold light, were riding out from the dust.


Although their numbers were few, these one thousand cavalry proceeded with a mighty momentum, exuding the dreadful aura of a far larger army.


And leading the charge was a figure of massive constitution mounted on a Ferghana steed. He was more than two meters tall, his giant figure exuding a wild aura, the massive sword on his back particularly striking. Even from a distance, he exuded a powerful psychological pressure.


"Li Siye! Young Master, it's Li Siye!"


Old Eagle stood on tiptoes as he looked at the distant but approaching force of cavalry, an elated look on his face. He had known Li Siye for a while, so he was extremely familiar with him and the large sword on his back.


"Mm, he really managed to make it!"


Wang Chong stood at the edge of the summit and looked into the distance, his eyes glimmering as he inwardly rejoiced. He had known that Li Siye had arrived on the battlefield much earlier than Old Eagle had known.


Although he was far from reaching the levels of his future self, in this battle, the future Invincible Great General of the Great Tang had truly not disappointed him!


Rumble!


The cavalry led by Li Siye were extremely fast. By the time they had entered the vision of Wang Chong, they were already traveling at an extremely fast pace.


And underneath Li Siye's feet, a special stormy halo was pushing the speed of his forces to the limit.


Rumble!


The earth quaked as horses galloped. This kind of distance could be covered in mere moments for cavalry galloping at the speeds of Li Siye's force. It was difficult to imagine the speed of these cavalry charging at their maximum.


This was the reason cavalry were hailed as the most powerful of soldier types!


A distance of several li was crossed in a flash, and Li Siye's cavalry crashed into the collapsing lines of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. "Aaaaah!" Screams shook the air as the cavalry plunged into the lines like a massive beast plowing into a flock of sheep. No one could stand against the charge of these nearly one thousand cavalry traveling at maximum speed.


The Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers would only have to approach to be immediately flung into the air as if they weighed nothing. And before they could land, swift streams of saber energy would slice them into pieces.


For the first time in the war of the southwest, this unit of soldiers equipped with Wootz Steel weapons displayed their might!


"Ah!"


Li Siye's cavalry was unstoppable, going wherever it pleased and leaving screams in its wake.


"Anyone who stops me dies! Kill!"


Li Siye's eyes glowed with a bloody light. He wielded the massive Wootz Steel sword Wang Chong had forged for him as he charged vigorously through the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang ranks. It was impossible to say how long he had waited for this battle.


For a time, he had wanted to end his mission and return to the battlefield to assist the embattled Wang Chong. In the end, however, Li Siye had managed to suppress this urge.


Wang Chong had a complete plan for the southwest, and his need for Li Siye to carry out the plan on the plateau far surpassed his need for Li Siye's skill on the battlefield.


But now, Li Siye could finally unleash the murderous rage in his heart.


"Criminals against the Great Tang will all be punished!"


Li Siye's eyes were red as he bellowed, his force traveling so fast that it only left a trail of dust as it charged up the mountain. Wherever he passed, hundreds of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers would scream as they were thrown into the air and cut to pieces by incredibly sharp streams of saber energy.


As this unit of nearly one thousand cavalry charged up from the base of the mountain to the summit, it cut the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army in two.


When Li Siye's army suddenly appeared and led his forces up the mountain, Wang Chong made his own moves.


"Tell the cavalry to get ready!"


Wang Chong raised his army, his eyes shining as he looked down the mountain.


Geluofeng's heavy injuries had caused a domino effect, throwing the entire Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army into chaos. Even Duan Gequan was no longer willing to battle, much less anyone else.


But to Wang Chong, this was still far from enough.


"Ready! Move out!"


At the back of the mountain, that waterfall of caltrops several dozen zhang wide that Wang Chong had left had been half-cleared by the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. With Wang Chong's order, there was a massive boom as several dozen craftsmen accompanied by infantry appeared.


At this moment, no one was pouring more caltrops down to replenish this river. Instead, large planks of steel were being pushed down the slope.


One, two, three…!


The craftsmen and infantry swiftly moved down the steel planks and began to join them together. They worked quietly, lightly, and nimbly, with no extraneous motions.


In just a few moments, a path of steel planks had appeared on the river of caltrops.


Neigh!


Wang Chong mounted the White-hoofed Shadow and took the lead, charging down the mountain along the new path.


"All cavalry, follow me! Charge!"


Wang Chong raised his sword, his resounding voice like a peal of thunder.


Rumble! In few seconds, the cavalry had charged down. Clangclangclang! Buffed by the Halo of Dusk Stallion and borrowing the steep slope of the mountain, the cavalry quickly reaching an astonishing speed that even surpassed that of Li Siye's force.


"Kill!"


The several thousand Great Tang cavalry led by Wang Chong plunged like a sword into the disorderly Mengshe–Ü-Tsang ranks, splitting the army in two.


"Kill!"


On the summit, Old Eagle had already received the signal and issued an order for a general offensive.


Boom!


A mighty roar came from the summit. The thousands of Annan Protectorate army soldiers bellowed as they charged down the summit like a flood.


That Myriad Stars Formation that had the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army trembling in fear had finally 'broken', but not in the way they had imagined.


The Annan Protectorate army maintained its ranks as it charged down the mountain, its momentum callous and resolved. The Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army was immediately punctured full of holes, the entire army collapsing into mayhem.


"Ah! My hand!"


"Run! The Tang are coming!"


"His Majesty—we don't even know if he's alive… We've lost!"


"We've lost! The army has lost! Everyone, run!"


……


The Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army was in a complete mess, with all the noises forming a single miserable din. Many soldiers in the midst of fleeing were stamped down, squeezed aside, or knocked over, thus meeting their deaths.


The more than two hundred thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army were suffering a terrifying number of casualties.


Not a single unit on the mountain could put up a fight. Any soldier that tried to fight back would be drowned in the flood, even crushed under the feet of their comrades.


When the defeat of an army was decided, no one could alter the course.


At the base of the mountain, Dalun Ruozan saw the flood of defeated soldiers. His body was ice-cold, his mind in complete confusion.


"No, it can't be!"


Dalun Ruozan's hands were clenched into fists, his entire body was trembling, and his eyes had gone red. He found it impossible to believe that the united army of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang with more than five hundred thousand troops had still lost to the 180,000 soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army and that meager army of reinforcements.


A moment ago, the Annan Protectorate army had seemed on the verge of collapse, Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang on the verge of victory. But now the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had been completely routed.


When the Annan Protectorate army gave up on defense and began to attack, gushing down the mountain in a flood, what resulted was a one-sided massacre.


More than two hundred thousand cavalry, thirty years of work, and a month of arduous battle… in the end, all of it had come to naught. To Dalun Ruozan, this was not just a war. It represented the grand strategy of the Ü-Tsang Empire. By taking the southwest, they could have shaken the Great Tang and stirred the ambition the entire world had toward the Central Plains.


But this battle had ultimately ended in defeat.


At this moment, Dalun Ruozan felt an intense reluctance.
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In his decades presiding over the southwest, Dalun Ruozan had never lost to Zhangchou Jianqiong, nor had he ever lost to Mengshe Zhao and Geluofeng. But in the end, he had lost to a teenager from the Great Tang.


The achievements he had built up over the decades had only ended up fueling that youth's rise.


To Dalun Ruozan, this loss was completely unacceptable.


"No, there's still a chance. There must be a chance…"


Dalun Ruozan desperately clenched his fists.


Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang had still not lost. Although Geluofeng had already fallen, they still had the soldiers. Their combined numbers far exceeded the Great Tang's.


As long as he could gather together the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army… No, the Mengshe Zhao army was impossible to gather. Without Geluofeng, the army from top to bottom had lost the will to fight.


But Ü-Tsang still had a chance!


As long as the Tibetan cavalry could gather together and restabilize, at the same time luring the Annan Protectorate army from the summit, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army still had a chance. There was still a hope of defeating the Annan Protectorate army.


Cavalry below ten thousand was insufficient, but invincible above ten thousand.


The Tibetans definitely had more than ten thousand cavalry! Gathered together, as long as they weren't fighting on the mountain, they still had a battle in them.


"All soldiers of Ü-Tsang, heed the signal and gather.


"Blow the horns!"


Dalun Ruozan fiercely rode his horse forward as he attempted to constrain the crumbling army. As people of the plateau, the Tibetans were a fierce and pugnacious people, and much more disciplined than the people of Mengshe Zhao.


In a few short moments, Dalun Ruozan had gathered a large number of fleeing Tibetan cavalry at his side.


But just when Dalun Ruozan wanted to lead his troops in a counterattack, his dreams were utterly shattered.


"Kill!"


A roar came from the rear and the earth trembled. Dalun Ruozan turned his head and saw a sight that he would never forget, one that made his blood run cold.


Far in the distance, a vast and dense army was rushing toward this place. And he could clearly make out the dragon banner of the Great Tang flying within this army.


Great Tang reinforcements!


As this thought flashed through his head, Dalun Ruozan felt his blood almost freeze. After all this time, the Great Tang reinforcements had finally arrived.


"It's over!"


All his hopes instantly turned to dust. On the summit, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army was falling apart, the Annan Protectorate army in pursuit. At the base of the mountain, he could see reinforcements approaching from the distance.


With enemies approaching from both the inside and the outside, although he felt an extreme reluctance, Dalun Ruozan still knew that the matter was settled. Even if he wanted to rally the troops and continue the battle, it was too late.


"Withdraw! Withdraw!"


Dalun Ruozan mentally sighed as he finally gave the order to withdraw.


In this battle, he had truly lost!


Ü-Tsang had also lost!


For the first time, he had been dealt a crushing defeat in the Great Tang's southwest, experiencing the greatest loss he had ever known.


Rumble! As the army collapsed, Dalun Ruozan's order removed the last sliver of hope for Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang. In the war of the southwest, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang side no longer had any chance to reverse the situation.


Gallop!


All the Tibetan cavalry followed Dalun Ruozan, taking advantage of the chaos to ride off into the distance. The Annan Protectorate army and Li Siye's nearly one thousand Wootz Steel cavalry followed closely behind.


The Tibetans did not dare to turn their heads or dare to try and defeat the Great Tang reinforcements approaching from the distance.


After many days of eating Mengshe Zhao rice, these warriors of the plateau had become extremely weak. No longer were they those fierce and brave warriors!


"Obey Great Minister's orders! Retreat!"


The army continued to collapse, and countless Tibetan soldiers fled in panic, wails and screams rising behind them. With the battle settled, everyone had lost their initial bravery.


"Congratulations to user for killing 89622 soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 98415 soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 109477 soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!"


"Congratulations to user for killing 121449 soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army!"


……


A string of messages rang out in Wang Chong's mind. At this stage of the battle, Wang Chong no longer need to issue any commands. None of the enemies on the battlefield, including the Tibetans, had any will to fight.


All the Tang had to do was pursue.


Countless Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers were falling. Wang Chong's tactic of using his cavalry to divide the army had been incredibly effective. Although the enemy was trying to flee, at least half of the army had not been able to effectively flee because of the chaos in front of them.


In the end, they were only stalks of wheat to be reaped!


The entire battlefield was covered in corpses, rivers of blood fertilizing the earth. One could see the bodies of Skyquaking Giants, Erhai elephants, warhorses, soldiers, and all sorts of shattered weapons and armor.


But at this moment, Wang Chong reined in his horse at the middle of the mountain, his attention on the distant reinforcements.


"Elder Ye, Elder Zhao, Elder Hu, Su Hanshan, Huang Qian-er…"


Wang Chong was stunned.


Although the army was incredibly majestic in its vastness, Wang Chong could tell at a glance that it was no proper army. Other than the dragon banners representing the Great Tang, Wang Chong could also see banners representing various clans. He even spotted the banner of Kunwu Training Camp's Deflecting Blade Manor.


Su Hanshan, Huang Qian-er, Sun Zhiming, Chen Burang, Xu Gan, Fang Xuanling, Zhao Yatong, Bai Siling, Youngster Wei… all of these familiar faces could be spotted at the head of the army. Wang Chong even spotted an additional familiar face…


"Little Sister?!!!"


Wang Chong's eyes widened in disbelief as he saw that small and thin figure wielding two large metal hammers in the air. Those hammers were even larger than her own petite body.


"What's going on here? How did she end up here?!"


Wang Chong found it impossible to believe that his little sister would appear here. Wasn't she on the spirit vein mountain, restrained and checked by his master the Demonic Emperor Old Man?


How had she managed to get herself to a dangerous battlefield like this?!


"She's gone way too overboard!"


Wang Chong's eyes began to twitch as he cursed. Although his little sister was born with a divine and peerless strength, she was still very young, and a place like the battlefield was no joke.


"Li Siye, bring a few men and follow me!"


Wang Chong pressed on the flanks of his horse and rode the White-hoofed Shadow into the distance.


The war of the southwest was now settled, with no one capable of altering the course of this battle. Not even Dalun Ruozan had the strength to go against the heavens. As for striking while the iron was hot and chasing down the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, the lack of his individual fighting power was of little significance.


"Hear my order! Protect Young Master!"


A bellow rose over the mountain. Li Siye had long ago rejoined his troops with Wang Chong's force. Upon hearing this order, he turned his horse around and brought a group of Wootz Steel cavalry to follow Wang Chong.


……


Putting aside Wang Chong's side for the moment, on the other end, the personal soldiers of countless clans of the capital were being led by Elder Ye, Elder Zhao and the others toward the battlefield.


"I really can't believe that Young Master Chong managed to defeat Dalun Ruozan and Geluofeng!"


"We've won the southwest—we actually won!"


"Charge! Don't let this chance go by! Work with Young Master's forces and chase down the Tibetans and Mengshe Zhao. No matter what, we can't give them another opportunity to invade the Great Tang!"


"Kill! Let's help Young Master Chong!"


……


In the distance, the reinforcements were all energized upon seeing that the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had been routed. The Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army was not weak, particularly the Ü-Tsang army. A single charge from its tens of thousands of cavalry was enough to smash them into dust.


In the past, they would have first discussed and pondered how to move in this battle, what moment they should choose to appear, and how they could help Wang Chong and the Annan Protectorate army.


But none of them had expected to see the sight that they were greeted with upon their arrival.


Wang Chong and his Annan Protectorate army, a force of only tens of thousands, had actually managed to deal a devastating defeat to a force several times their number and were now in frenzied pursuit.


By the time they had arrived, the war of the southwest had already concluded.


Against the powerful pressure of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army as well as figures like Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, Duan Gequan, and Geluofeng, the Great Tang had actually managed to pull off a victory.


If they hadn't personally seen this sight, they wouldn't have dared to believe it.


"Young Master Chong truly is a descendant of Duke Jiu! Everyone, hurry up and assist Young Master Chong!"


Elder Ye was so excited that his beard was trembling.


It had been no secret that Wang Chong and the Annan Protectorate army were besieged by the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. Elder Ye had never imagined that when he arrived, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army would be crumbling.


All their previous discussions had become meaningless.


At this time, all they needed to do was assist in the pursuit!


Rumble!


The army pursued the defeated. The already defeated Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army now instantly fell apart.


……


"Elder Ye, Elder Zhao, why did you come?!"


At the edge of the battlefield, the bright-eyed Wang Chong led Li Siye and several hundred Wootz Steel cavalry to meet up with Elder Ye and Elder Zhao.


The elders were his grandfather's old subordinates. Wang Chong had never imagined that he would see them here.


"Haha, it was Duke Jiu's order. The war of the southwest concerns the lives of the nearly one million civilians of the southwest. How could Duke Jiu pay the matter no mind?"


"Young Master Chong has grown up. If Duke Jiu were to know of what happened here, he would definitely be relieved."


……


In the middle of the army, Elders Ye and Zhao looked at Wang Chong, getting more and more elated as time went on, cherishing his existence more and more. Besides Duke Jiu, it had been a long time since the Wang lineage had produced this kind of talent.


Duke Jiu's eldest son Wang Gen had not reached this level, and his second son Wang Yan was also not up to par. Even his grandsons Wang Li, Wang Fu and Wang Bei were all lacking. But now, in completely unexpected circumstances, the originally naughty and incompetent Wang Chong who no one had expected anything of had fulfilled everyone's dreams and expectations.


To be more accurate, his performance had far exceeded everyone's expectations.


Even Duke Jiu at this age had not put on such an astonishing display.


"Oh yes. Elder Ye, Elder Zhao, what about my little sister?" Wang Chong suddenly asked. His little sister was too young, this gruesome battlefield unsuitable for her. She had to be taken away.


In addition, if something happened to her, Wang Chong had no idea how he would explain things to his mother back at the capital.


"Isn't Young Lady Yao-er right here…"


Elder Ye was prepared to say that Wang Xiaoyao was right here when he turned his head and instantly froze. Just where exactly was she?


Wang Chong's face instantly sank.


Seeing the complexion on the faces of the two elders, Wang Chong immediately knew that his little sister had spotted him and was attempting to hide from him. The plains were different from the mountains, and vision was greatly restricted.


Not even Wang Chong could easily find a single person in the middle of a large army.


Especially when his little sister was intentionally attempting to hide from him!


"She's truly gone overboard!"


Wang Chong was fuming with anger.
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The Tibetans had been defeated, thoroughly defeated!


Mengshe Zhao had also lost!


There was no more suspense in the war of the southwest. As the Great Tang pursued and cut the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army down from around 190,000 to around 90,000, the Mengshe Zhao soldiers finally understood something and began to flee in every direction.


Although the war was not completely over, there was no mystery over its conclusion.


Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang were already fleeing with the Tibetan army in the direction of the plateau while Duan Gequan had extracted the unconscious Geluofeng and was fleeing in the direction of Erhai. The Erhai Great General of Mengshe Zhao had completely forgotten about the battle behind him. He only cared about Geluofeng's safety.


Duan Gequan did not dare to stop. He did not want to give the Great Tang any chance to create a result that could not be reversed.


Without the Great Generals of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang, the remainder were just weeds, fleeing in every direction, their courage shattered.


An hour later, the battle was over. Wang Chong, Li Siye, Elder Ye, Elder Hu, Old Eagle, Wang Yan, and Xianyu Zhongtong once more convened on the mountain.


"Boohoohoo…"


Before even reaching the mountain, Wang Chong could already hear the sounds of weeping. It was a very young and familiar voice.


"Just a little girl—who told you to come over!


"Just how old are you? And you want to learn how to fight on the battlefield? What were you thinking!


"Who gave you these metal hammers! In the future, you are forbidden from using them."


……


From a distance, Wang Chong could hear the harsh discipline of his father Wang Yan. Raising his head, Wang Chong saw a girl of twelve or thirteen dressed in armor, her hair made up into two braids. She was currently wiping tears from her eyes as she wept in front of Wang Yan and his older brother Wang Fu.


On the side, Wang Fu advised with great solemnity, "Little Sister, listen to your big brother. You shouldn't have come to this place."


Only his little sister Wang Xiaoyao could achieve the feat of being scolded simultaneously by both Wang Yan and Wang Fu.


"Daddy, Big Brother, I just wanted to help… and I'm also very strong. Even Master praised me about it."


Wang Xiaoyao pursed her lips as she whined.


"You still dare to mouth off!"


Wang Yan's face had gone white from rage.


Seeing that her father was truly enraged, Wang Xiaoyao finally shut her mouth.


"…You still keep running off. I'll have to let you suffer a little hardship this time."


Wang Chong couldn't help but mentally chuckle at his little sister's submissive state as he slowly rode the White-hoofed Shadow up the mountain. This stubborn girl would immediately begin to run over to him as soon as she saw him. Even without his father and big brother present, Wang Chong would still have given her a harsh lesson.


Now was an even better time. Such a willful girl needed to suffer some hardship.


"Young Lady!"


Although Wang Chong had succeeded in suppressing himself, Old Eagle couldn't help but yell out upon seeing the scolded Wang Xiaoyao. Wang Xiaoyao's entire body trembled at this voice and she immediately turned around.


The tearful Wang Xiaoyao seemed to find her spine upon seeing Wang Chong. She ran over and hugged the White-hoofed Shadow as she tearfully implored, "Third Brother, Daddy and Big Brother are scolding me! Hurry and help me…"


"Seeking help from your third brother is useless! Today, no one is permitted to speak on your behalf!"


Wang Yan's rage was exposed for all to see. Wang Xiaoyao had clearly stoked the flames of anger in his heart to an impressive level.


The Wang Clan was a clan of ministers and generals. Wang Xiaoyao was a girl, a twelve-year-old at that. And she wanted to learn from boys and fight and kill on the battlefield? What sort of person was she aiming to become?


Wang Yan had always been a stickler for family traditions, so this sort of thing was absolutely unacceptable.


"Master told me to come. He said I could help you."


Wang Xiaoyao raised her head to her third brother, the look on her face conveying that she was innocent and being maligned.


"Still arguing!"


Wang Yan was fuming, but Wang Chong was moved by this explanation, a pensive look on his face. While others might not know, Wang Chong knew that the master his little sister spoke of was his own master, the Demonic Emperor Old Man.


Wang Chong's brows rose as he asked his little sister, "You said that Master told you to come?"


"Yes! Do you think he would have let me go otherwise?"


Wang Xiaoyao continued to look at him with that aggrieved look.


Wang Chong glanced at her as he continued to think. His little sister didn't seem to be lying, and given his master's abilities, if he didn't want her to leave, she wouldn't be able to leave even if she flipped over the heavens.


Wang Chong turned his head and said to his father, "Father, let's let this matter go. Little Sister is still young. In the future, I'll watch her."


Strangely, the moment Wang Chong spoke, Wang Yan's explosive rage suddenly subsided. His complexion twitched only a little before accepting the proposal.


It took mere moments for seventy to eighty percent of his anger to be extinguished.


"For the sake of your third brother, I'll put aside this matter, but if there's a next time, I'll break your legs!"


Wang Yan's face was as cold as sheet of frost.


At these words, Wang Xiaoyao raised her head, her stunned gaze shuttling between her father and her third brother.


She didn't recall her father ever being so amenable or her third brother's words ever being so effective.


"Little Sister, don't do this again. Hurry and go."


Wang Fu also waved his hand, his expression also much better.


Wang Xiaoyao's shock only increased. But this was not the time to think about such things. She had been scolded here for so long that the news that she could leave made her feel like a criminal would feel upon being pardoned. With a soft grunt, she took off.


After his little sister left, Wang Chong dismounted and hurried toward Wang Yan.


"Father, how are your injuries?"


'To shoot a person, first shoot the horse, and to capture the underlings, first capture their king.' This ambush on Geluofeng had been according to Wang Chong's plan and had succeeded, but both Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong had paid a price.


Huoshu Huicang and Duan Gequan had each given their opponent one last blow.


"It's fine. The most important thing is that we won the war of the southwest," Wang Yan said. His face was a little pale, but his overall complexion was still fine.


The Mighty Miracle God Formation gathered up the strength of many people, so when he was injured, a significant portion of the injury had been transferred to the other members of the formation. Thus, Wang Yan's injuries were not as severe as imagined.


But a period of recovery was unavoidable.


Upon receiving this answer, Wang Chong gave a long sigh of relief.


"Old Eagle!"


Wang Yan's gaze shifted from Wang Chong to Old Eagle behind him.


These words were so sudden that both Wang Chong and Old Eagle were caught by surprise. Old Eagle had been at Wang Chong's side for so long, but this was the first time Wang Yan had called on him.


"Yes, Master."


After his initial daze, Old Eagle quickly stepped forward and gave a respectful bow to Wang Chong's father.


"You are skilled in training eagles and other birds to send messages, correct?" Wang Yan somberly asked.


"Yes, Master. Does Master have some order?" Old Eagle deferentially said.


"The war of the southwest is already over. Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang have lost. Without sufficient provisions, it will be very difficult for them to counterattack. The Imperial Court is still waiting for news from us. Send one of your birds to deliver this news to the capital. Those ministers are probably beside themselves with worry," Wang Yan sternly said.


Around him, the other people began to respond. Correct! The war of the southwest had been the start of everything, with countless people keeping watch on it.


At a special moment like this, news to calm the people was essential.


The news of victory in the southwest would be particularly useful against those foreign powers on the borders of the Great Tang who were now lustfully looking toward it. This news would shake their ambitions.


"Correct! We should spread this news as quickly as possible. In addition, the army led by King Song should have already left the capital. If he were to receive this news, he would definitely be encouraged!"


"In order to reinforce the southwest, King Song has put great efforts in gaining support, taking many risks. This news will be a great boon to him."


……


Elder Ye and Elder Hu agreed, adding their own views into the mix.


"King Song?"


These words immediately attracted the notice of everyone else, even Wang Chong appearing surprised. He had not heard any of this from the two elders before.


"Young Master Chong, the southwest war has gone on for so long, you didn't think that we could be reinforcements from the Imperial Court, right?"


Elder Ye gave Wang Chong a bitter smile.


"We in the capital learned that the empire's southwest was in peril and decided to serve as the vanguard. Because we're not proper soldiers, we aren't bound by so many restrictions."


"Before leaving, we had already learned that King Song had managed to reach an agreement, so we left first to reinforce the southwest while King Song would lead the main army behind us," Elders Ye and Hu explained.


The war of the southwest involved three countries and nearly one million civilians. People both within and without the court were paying attention to this war, so it was impossible for there to not be any movement.


"But we didn't think that Young Master was so formidable as to defeat the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army before we even arrived."


The elders bitterly smiled.


With regards to this point, the pair still couldn't believe it. It all seemed like a dream. The difference in numbers was so vast, and his opponents had been people like Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang, yet Wang Chong had succeeded in thoroughly defeating them.


If they hadn't seen it for themselves, they wouldn't have believed it even if they were beaten to death.


"Elder Ye, Elder Hu, you flatter me!"


Saying this, Wang Chong turned to look at Old Eagle.


"Old Eagle, did you hear?"


"Yes, Young Master," Old Eagle confirmed with a nod.


Flapflap!


A few moments later, the sound of flapping wings could heard from the summit. Carrier pigeons, eagles, and other birds took off for the capital, quickly vanishing into the sky.


This day was certain to stun the entire world!


……


The war was over, but the matter of the southwest was far from settled. Many soldiers had been dispatched to sweep up the defeated Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, and there were still many matters concerning the empire's southwest that Wang Chong and the others needed to discuss.


"King Song still hasn't arrived, so before he does, we need to remain in the southwest to guard against any desperate attacks from Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao. The Annan Protectorate army has far fewer soldiers than it used to have."


"Impossible! The Tibetan Plateau is overrun with plague and the Mengshe Zhao granaries were already burned by Young Master. Without sufficient provisions, how could they counterattack?"


"Ü-Tsang still has the strength to fight. Don't forget that Dalun Ruozan at the very minimum has more than ten thousand cavalry. Cavalry below ten thousand is insufficient, but it is invincible above ten thousand. If we run into them on flat terrain, what will we fight them with? Don't forget that Dalun Ruozan is an individual on par with Zhangchou Jianqiong, the Tiger of the Empire."


"Did you forget that we have Young Master? Dalun Ruozan couldn't beat Young Master with five hundred thousand soldiers, so how could he now?"


……


On the mountain, all the high-ranking generals of the Annan Protectorate army had gathered. Sun Liuyue, Luo Ji, Lin Wushou, Zhao Hong, and Zhao Wujiang were all present, and everyone was engaged in an intense and ceaseless debate.
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Although the war of the southwest was over, remaining vigilant after the war was of utmost priority. But when Wang Chong was brought up, everyone on the summit looked silently toward him.


The southwest was still in chaos, and the threat of Duan Gequan and Dalun Ruozan still existed.


If there was one person who could stabilize the southwest and calm the hearts of its people, at the same intimidating Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang, that person was not Wang Yan or Xianyu Zhongtong, but the seventeen-year-old Wang Chong.


Neither Wang Yan nor Xianyu Zhongtong could deny this.


"Generals, you are too kind."


Wang Chong's eyes widened. He had been listening on the edge of the crowd, not thinking that the flames of battle would catch onto his clothes.


"But all of you can be at ease. Until His Highness King Song arrives, I will not leave this place."


Upon seeing these expectant gazes, Wang Chong suddenly realized that he now had an extremely high position in all their minds. Everyone was treating him like the pillar that propped up the southwest.


"Wonderful, with Young Master here…"


The generals rejoiced at Wang Chong's words, one general even shouting in excitement.


Buzz!


Wang Chong's mouth was open in preparation to speak when his eyes suddenly widened. He felt a danger that he had never felt before.


This danger was so intense that Wang Chong felt like his skull was going to explode, and goosebumps rose up over all his body. This feeling was like that of walking through a scorching summer day and then suddenly being plunged into an icehouse.


What is this?


Wang Chong was stupefied. At this moment, he could smell the thick scent of death on his nose.


Not during the entire southwestern war had he ever felt such a terrifying pressure.


Buzz!


Wang Chong's mind had barely touched upon this thought, and the southwest generals before him still had the expressions on their faces from just a moment ago, when Wang Chong immediately sensed a dark shadow enveloping him. The stench of death instantly thickened.


"Not good!"


Wang Chong paled and he immediately leaped to the side. A second later, a strange pitch-black arrow that Wang Chong had never seen before brushed past his ear.


Wang Chong had never felt so close to death before.


Boom!


A massive shockwave burst out by his ear. Time seemed to stop. Wang Chong turned his head and saw a sight that he would find hard to forget. That black arrow had landed several zhang away, in the chest of Luo Ji.


Luo Ji's mouth was agape, his eyes filled with disbelief. Around him, the generals were pale as they stared at that arrow in shock.


Sudden!


Too sudden!


No one had expected this sort of thing to happen after the war had concluded.


"Who is it? Who's there!!"


Lin Wushou was the first to rush to Luo Ji's side, hugging Luo Ji as he looked around with a savage expression.


Bzzt! Wang Chong's pupils constricted as he twisted his head in the direction the arrow had come from. But the area for several dozen li around was empty.


Impossible!


Wang Chong suddenly looked toward the horizon. There, he could faintly make out a black silhouette, but it was there for only a brief moment before vanishing without a trace.


"Luo Jiiiii!


Tearful cries rose from behind him. Wang Chong's heart turned cold as he turned his head to be greeted by an extremely bizarre sight. In the few seconds that had passed, Luo Ji's body had turned as black as ink and as stiff as a board.


Crack! In the space of a single breath, the Luo Ji who had fought so courageously on the battlefield and been so alive just a few moments ago had transformed into a sculpture of black glass, which then shattered into pieces on the ground.


And those shards began to decay under the influence of some mysterious energy, carbonizing until they were just dust in the wind.


All the southwest generals were dumbfounded.


Wang Chong felt like his heart was a block of ice.


Because this arrow had been meant for him.


If he hadn't reacted quickly, noticing the danger beforehand and dodging, he would be the one whose body turned to dust.


"Bastard! Who did this?"


Furious roars began to rise from the mountain. The generals began to rush down the mountain toward the place the arrow had been fired from.


Nearby, the convalescing Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong had been alarmed and rushed from the summit, needing only a few seconds to span the distance.


"Luo Ji, Luo Jiiiii!!"


The most agitated and vengeful of the generals at this moment was Lin Wushou. The two were bosom friends in the Annan Protectorate army, and they had managed to survive the war of the southwest together.


No one had thought that Luo Ji would die here!


"Who is it?! Who did this?"


"Too shameless! Is it Mengshe Zhao, or is it Ü-Tsang!!"


"They can't win a proper battle, so they resort to tactics like this!"


……


The generals of the southwest returned from their fruitless search, and when they saw what had happened to Luo Ji, they were both shocked and furious. All of them were deeply affected by Luo Ji's end.


"It's too shameless! Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang must pay a price!"


Although no one had seen the assassin, there was no doubt that if they weren't from Mengshe Zhao, they were from Ü-Tsang. At this moment, only they had the chance to commit this sort of deed!


"It's not them!" Wang Chong suddenly declared. His eyes narrowed, shining with a cold light.


"They've already lost the war of the southwest, and killing Luo Ji or any other random person wouldn't change this. Dalun Ruozan's the kind of person who would view such tactics with contempt. As for Mengshe Zhao… Until Geluofeng's safety is assured, Duan Gequan will pay attention to nothing else. And besides him, no one else could do such a thing.


"And besides, look around you. Our soldiers surround the entire mountain. Do you think the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army could hide assassins here?"


Wang Chong's voice was very cold!


Extremely cold!


Luo Ji had died for him. There was no disputing this fact. Wang Chong had never anticipated such a thing happening in the final moments of the war.


"But, Young Master, if it's not Mengshe Zhao or Ü-Tsang, who could have done it?"


"In addition, what is with that arrow? Everyone saw it! Could it have appeared out of thin air?" several red-eyed generals asked. Although they were agitated, they still maintained a great deal of respect for Wang Chong. But anyone else who said such words would not have received the same reception.


"It's precisely because of this arrow that I say that it couldn't have been Mengshe Zhao or Ü-Tsang!"


Wang Chong suddenly took two steps forward, bending down and taking up that pitch-black arrow. After piercing through Luo Ji, it had struck the ground.


The head of the arrow had ceased to exist, leaving behind only the black arrow shaft, which seemed most strange and bizarre.


When they thought about Luo Ji's wretched death, all the generals shivered.


"Ü-Tsang doesn't have the skill to forge such an arrow, and the arrow-making art of Mengshe Zhao was inherited from the Central Plains. Their combined abilities simply aren't enough to craft this level of arrow! …If they had such abilities, today wouldn't have ended up like this," Wang Chong said.


He carefully inspected the arrow in his hands. Never in all his life had he seen an arrow of this level. Although only the arrow shaft was left, it still contained a dreadful energy, purely destructive in nature. Just by gripping it, Wang Chong felt a deep shock.


And this wasn't all. The arrow shaft, arrow tail, and its extremely simple arc that seemed to be one with the principles of the world… Not even the greatest smithing clans of the capital could craft such an arrow.


The craftsmanship reflected in that trajectory was practically divine, surpassing any other arrow that Wang Chong had ever seen.


No normal person could create such a thing.


In addition, as his gaze swept over a symbol on the shaft, Wang Chong's heart shivered and he stopped speaking.


The other generals fell silent as well.


Wang Chong's conclusion was correct. In terms of craftsmanship, the Great Tang of the Central Plains truly reigned supreme. If Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang could create terrifying black arrows like this, the Tang would have been facing a dreadful unit of master archers today as well.


A general finally couldn't help but ask, "But, Young Master, if it's not Mengshe Zhao or Ü-Tsang, who could it be?"


Although Wang Chong's argument was very reasonable, it was a clear fact that Luo Ji had been killed. If it wasn't Mengshe Zhao or Ü-Tsang, who assassinated him? What reason would there be to assassinate him?


It was too absurd and unreasonable.


Wang Chong said nothing, but his mind recalled the image of that blurry silhouette on the horizon. He could guarantee that this mysterious black arrow had not been fired anywhere within a ten li radius of this area.


Because it was impossible for someone to fire such an arrow in a ten li radius and remain undiscovered by the Tang army.


But if it was as he thought, if it was at that distance… then his opponent's strength was far too terrifying!


Hiss!


Wang Chong took in a deep breath and stopped pondering the matter.


If it wasn't Dalun Ruozan or Duan Gequan who fired that arrow, it must have been a third party. Why had they done this, and why had they chosen this moment?


And more importantly, why had they been after him?


……


Wang Chong quickly felt like the entire war of the southwest was covered in a thick fog. There seemed to be something else beyond Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang that he didn't know about.


"Leave this matter to me. No matter what, I'll definitely find out who shot this arrow!"


Wang Chong's right hand suddenly clenched itself over the arrow.


……


In the coda of the southwest war, Luo Ji died to a mysterious black arrow. No one could have imagined this, but this was also a matter that only a few people knew about. The vast majority of the Annan Protectorate army soldiers knew nothing about it, let alone other people.


And to the people outside the southwest, today was bound to be an unforgettable day of celebration.
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Flapflap!


Countless carrier pigeons flapped their wings and took off in various directions, spreading the news of the victory in the southwest to every place.


In a place seven or eight li from the capital, an orderly army equipped with bright armor was somberly marching along the official road, toward the southwest. At the front of this army was a middle-aged man exuding a noble aura, mounted on a white steed. As he looked toward the southwest, a faint tinge of concern could be seen in his eyes.


The war of the southwest had lasted for more than a month, almost two months now.


But the entire Imperial Court was unable to muster any soldiers. Two months seemed like an eternity for the southwest, but to this massive empire that needed to gather resources from all sorts of places, it was utterly insufficient.


Even though the Bureau of Military Personnel, Bureau of Personnel, and Bureau of Works were doing all they could, it was still not enough.


King Song had also done all he could, staunchly pushing past all opposition to extract thirty thousand soldiers from the Imperial Army, bringing his total number to seventy thousand well-trained soldiers that he could lead to the southwest.


But to tell the truth, not even King Song was confident that these seventy thousand soldiers would be of any use.


After all, the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had more than five hundred thousand soldiers!


However, the matter of the southwest was too large for King Song not to go. And this matter also involved Wang Chong!


King Song looked up at the gloomy skies and quietly said to himself, Wang Chong, this king has already done all he can. I hope that you can hold on. I hope that I won't be late!


The capital had long ago been informed that Wang Chong and the Annan Protectorate army were besieged on a mountain by the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army and in an extremely perilous situation. There was even a rumor that by the time the Imperial Court had received this news, Wang Chong and the 180,000 elites of the Annan Protectorate army were already dead.


Although King Song had always rejected this rumor, deep within his heart, even he knew that it was already an impressive feat for Wang Chong to last this long against opponents like Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, Geluofeng, and Duan Gequan.


The final result tended more toward disaster than fortune.


Flap flap!


The flapping of wings suddenly came from the sky. King Song subconsciously raised his head and noticed that a large eagle was flapping its wings as it descended toward him.


"Protect King Song!"


A shout came from beside him, followed by the pulling of bowstrings.


"Halt!"


King Song's brow creased as he ordered the archers to stop. At the same time, he extended his arm to allow the eagle to land.


He vaguely recalled that this eagle was seemingly raised by that person called Old Eagle who was often at Wang Chong's side. Old Eagle was a former member of the Bureau of Military Personnel, and had achieved some merit in the operation to capture the Goguryeon assassins and King Sosurim, so King Song had met him once.


More importantly, there was a message tied to the eagle's leg!


"It's news from Wang Chong!"


For a moment, King Song had a bad feeling. Old Eagle was one of Wang Chong's followers. Could it be…


King Song extended his hand and quickly removed the message.


In the next moment, King Song's brow relaxed as he exploded with heaven-shaking laughter. "Hahaha, wonderful! Wonderful!" Everyone was dumbfounded, especially the people of the King Song Residence. They had been with King Song for a very long time, and knew that recently, King Song had often found it hard to eat his meals or sleep well, and his face had been fraught with worry.


This was their first time seeing King Song so happy and pleased. The dark clouds that had troubled him for so many days had seemingly been swept away.


"Wang Chong, you truly give this king too many surprises!"


Gripping the letter, King Song was laughing so hard that his face was red, his eyes bursting with joy.


"Quickly, pass on this king's message. Tell the Imperial Court that we've won a great victory in the southwest!"


Boom!


His last words caused the entire army of seventy thousand to rumble. Everyone's eyes were wide and mouths agape, their faces filled with disbelief. In this march to the southwest, all of them had prepared themselves for certain death.


But what had they heard just now? A great victory in the southwest?!


"It can't be wrong! The seals of Wang Yan and the Annan Protectorate army are affixed to the message! There's no doubt about the victory in the southwest… The officials of the court must be besides themselves with worry. Quickly deliver this news. This is the best news the Great Tang has received in these last two months!"


After saying this, King Song laughed again.


Wang Chong! It was him once more!


King Song had never expected to be given such a big surprise.


For one hundred thousand soldiers to defeat five hundred thousand soldiers, an army led by Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, Duan Gequan, and Geluofeng, was nothing more than a miracle. Not even he could imagine how Wang Chong had done it.


But this news was no lie, and the seals were proof of its veracity. In addition, Wang Yan had also placed his handwritten signature!


Anyone else might lie, but Wang Gengzhi and the seal of the Annan Protectorate army would not lie!


"Pass on my order! All soldiers should march until we reach the southwest! We move out immediately!"


King Song's booming voice resounded over the sky.


The army immediately rumbled to life, traveling several times faster than before. As the army left, countless carrier pigeons flapped their wings and set off for the capital!




……


At the capital of the Great Tang…


In the northeast corner of the Imperial Palace, guards dressed in golden brocade stood amongst the lofty halls, appearing like statues.


These were the palace's Heavenly Messengers.


Their sole mission was to receive and dispatch news from inside and outside the palace. For anything else, they required explicit permission.


Flapflap!


The flapping of wings caused several of these guards to raise their heads. They were greeted by the sight of a white pigeon drawing an arc through the sky before landing on a nearby roof.


"This is?"


A doubtful look flashed through a guard's eyes. He walked over and untied the letter from the pigeon's legs.


"It's a letter from King Song."


The guard came back to his senses, pacing as he opened the message. But after giving the message a single glance, the guard almost fell over.


"Mi-Milord… the south, the southwest has been won!!!"


The guard waved the letter in his hands as he excitedly ran forward.


Boom!


The entire palace stirred to life as the news spread. After many days, almost two months, even the palace maids and eunuchs knew about the war of the southwest. The greatest concern of the entire empire was the war of the southwest.


No one could have anticipated that it would be won at a moment like this.


The entire Imperial Palace was instantly awash with celebration.


……


While King Song's pigeon flew into the palace, another pigeon flew into the residence of the Wang lineage.


"What? Great victory in the southwest!


"Chong-er actually won!"


Wang Chong's big uncle, Wang Gen, gripped the arms of his chair and fiercely stood up, his beard trembling in excitement.


"Master, this news is confirmed. The letter was sent by King Song and has his seal. There is no doubt!" a Wang Clan guard confirmed once more.


"Wonderful! Wonderful!!"


Wang Gen's eyes moistened from excitement.


The Wang lineage had three descendants on the southwest battlefield: Wang Yan, Wang Fu, and Wang Chong. Inside and outside the capital, within and without the Imperial Court, Wang Gen was probably the person who was currently paying the most attention to the war of the southwest.


There were many times when Wang Gen would wake up in alarm in the middle of the night or simply find it impossible to sleep. It was all because he was thinking about the war of the southwest, about how Wang Yan, Wang Fu, and Wang Chong might possibly die in the southwest. Alas, he could do nothing.


The Imperial Court currently had no soldiers to mobilize, so even as an important minister of the court, he could do nothing. The seventy thousand soldiers being led by King Song were already the limit of what the Imperial Court could send.


But Wang Gen had never imagined that not long after King Song had set off, before he had even reached the southwestern battlefield, news would arrive of a great victory in the southwest.


The Great Tang's one hundred thousand soldiers had actually defeated the five hundred thousand soldiers led by Dalun Ruozan and Geluofeng!


This news was too shocking!


If he hadn't heard it with his own ears, Wang Gen would have never believed it. But Wang Gen knew that King Song would never lie about this matter.


"Chong-er, I knew that you wouldn't let me down."


Wang Gen was so excited that he almost lost his composure.


"Someone! Help me put on my official uniform! I need to immediately head for court!


"Hahaha, today is the day our Great Tang holds its head high, the day our Wang Clan holds its head high. Hurry!"


Wang Gen's laughter could be heard across the entire estate. Even the old servants who had worked in the residence for decades had never seen him laugh so happily.


A short while later, a carriage rolled out of the gates and set off for the Imperial Palace.


……


"This is impossible!"


In another part of the capital, a middle-aged man with a fierce expression, dressed in an imperial robe, slapped a palm down, causing a sturdy sandalwood table to splinter into pieces.


"Your Highness, we obtained the news from the Heavenly Messengers. The news of the great victory in the southwest has already spread throughout the Imperial Palace. There is no doubting its veracity."


Nearby, a muscular man who seemed like a general spoke in a soft voice.


"How could this be? What was Dalun Ruozan doing? And what of Geluofeng? Duan Gequan? Weren't these people supposed to be renowned generals of the southwest? And they even had more than five hundred thousand soldiers? How did they lose to some immature brat?"


King Qi's eyes were wide in rage, his expression savage and intimidating.


He wasn't worried at all about the southwest. The vastness of the Imperial Court and the vastness of the Great Tang were not things that Geluofeng and Dalun Ruozan could shake.


But he did worry over the fact that the Wang Clan father and son had led the Annan Protectorate army in defeating the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


The Wang Clan was a clan of ministers and generals that worked with King Song to oppose him. With such a large achievement under their belts, wasn't that like giving a tiger wings? Wouldn't it be even more difficult to deal with them in the future?


In the future, it would be even more impossible for him to deal with King Song.


"Your Highness, we still don't know the specifics, but they're all saying that brat from the Wang Clan is an extremely frightening military strategist. Not even Dalun Ruozan was a match for him. That brat might end up being very dangerous to us!"


In the hall, a thin man who appeared to be a strategist spoke.


Bang!


King Qi lashed out with a foot, shattering the small sandalwood chair next to him and interrupting the strategist.


"What danger? What military strategy? Can one seventeen-year-old brat overturn the heavens?"


King Qi's bellows of fury resounded throughout his residence.


For a moment, the entire King Qi Residence was shrouded in a deathly stillness, everyone too afraid to speak. Not even that general or strategist dared to venture a word.


"Pass on my order. Immediately send someone to the southwest and investigate what happened!"


King Qi practically roared out this order.
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"Wang Bowu had a grandson like this!!"


In the Four Quarters Embassy, the Old Master of the Yao Clan, Yao Chong, propped his stick against the ground and stood out of his chair. The atmosphere in the room seemed to change.


At this moment, even if Yao Guangyi closed his eyes, he would still be able to sense his father's shock and agitation.


As a former Prime Minister of the Great Tang, his father had experienced countless storms and tribulations throughout his life, surviving numerous assassination attempts. But even in the last War of the Princes, when all the dragons were struggling for the throne, his father had always remained cool and collected.


Yet the news of victory in the southwest had shaken his father so much that he had lost his composure.


"Father, everything is still just gossip. There's no firm evidence, so this might just be a rumor. The southwest might not be what we imagine," Yao Guangyi consoled.


"Yi-er, you've been a minister of the court and general on the border for so many years, yet you still can't tell if this news is true or false?"


As Old Master Yao leaned on his cane, he glanced at his son, his disappointment difficult to conceal.


"Then Father means…" Yao Guangyi uneasily said.


"The southwest is the gateway to the Great Tang, and this war concerns the Great Tang, Mengshe Zhao, and Ü-Tsang. The course of this war will affect the fate and future prospects of the Great Tang. If we lose in the southwest, do you know what will happen to the Great Tang?


"The Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, the Goguryeon Empire, the Khitans, the Xi, the kingdoms of the Western Regions, as well as the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu—how do you think they will react?"


Yao Guangyi looked in a daze at his own father, somewhat unable to accept what he was hearing. Why did it feel like his father was standing with the Wang Clan?


"Yi-er, although we stand on different sides from the Wang Clan, this matter has nothing to do with the Wang Clan, but rather relates to the Great Tang. Do you know why our Yao Clan has always enjoyed imperial favor and has always flourished, never waned? It isn't because we fight with the Wang Clan, nor is it because we fight with King Song, and it certainly isn't because we stand with King Qi. It was because our Yao Clan has always treated the Great Tang's benefit as our number one priority.


"Yi-er, despite all your experience, you're still lacking a little!"


Yao Chong gave his son a disappointed look.


He had fought with Wang Jiuling for more than half his life and he had never once lost to him, but in terms of descendants, he truly had lost. The Wang Clan was not only thriving, it even had a person like Wang Chong.


But when Yao Chong surveyed his Yao lineage, he could not find a single person who could compare to Wang Chong. Not even Yao Guangyi could compare, much less others.


I didn't think that the Wang Clan would produce someone like this. I suppressed the Wang Clan for half of my life, but one hundred years later, I'm afraid that the descendants of the Yao Clan will have to look up to the Wang Clan!


Old Master Yao gave a long sigh and said nothing for a long while.


"Old Master, the Imperial Court has invited Master Yao to enter the court and take part in the court meeting." A voice came from outside, causing Yao Guangyi to shiver and immediately turn around.


……


"Hahaha, victory! Young Master Wang actually won; our Great Tang won!"


At this very moment, the four great sword-smithing clans of the capital were rejoicing and the residences of the great clans were festooned with red lanterns. Even the sword smiths and sword shops of the capital were brightly decorated and celebrating.


News from the Imperial Court was rarely spread to the marketplace, but this time was different. The moment the news from the southwest arrived in the capital, the Imperial Court intentionally began to spread the news.


In the last two months, the capital had been panicking, unsettling news falling from the sky like a snowstorm.


News of a great victory was far too necessary.


"The armaments that Young Master used in the southwest, the bows, arrows, and ballistae, were all forged by us. With this victory in the southwest, the Imperial Court is sure to richly reward us."


The four great sword-smithing clans and the various sword smiths and shops of the capital were all abuzz with excitement.


When they were forging these implements for Wang Chong, none of them had imagined that Wang Chong would use these things in the southwest to defeat the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


Now that Wang Chong had won, they all shared the glory with him.


……


"What?! The southwest was won? We actually won in the southwest?!"


In the estate of a great clan, the dignified clan patriarch stood up in surprise, his face covered in disbelief.


"That Young Master Chong of the Wang Clan actually managed to defeat Dalun Ruozan and Geluofeng?"


"Impossible, inconceivable."


The news from the southwest stunned all the clans, especially those clans who had loaned Wang Chong experts.


"This is an enormous achievement. I didn't think that scion would be so formidable!"


At this moment, all the clan patriarchs felt a deep respect for that scion of the Wang Clan who had traded Wootz Steel swords for experts.


To use one hundred thousand soldiers to defeat five hundred thousand soldiers, a good portion of them being cavalry, was truly an awe-inspiring feat.


"It seems that we have to reconsider our relationship with the Wang Clan! Attaching ourselves to that scion is far more important than exchanging for a few Wootz Steel swords."


On this day, it would be very difficult for any clan head of the capital to avoid this feeling.


……


"Hahaha, victory—Martial Brother Wang actually won!"


"Our Deflecting Blade Manor has made a name for itself this time."


"Martial Brother Wang is no less than a god. With him, our Kunwu Training Camp can definitely suppress the other two training camps."


"Hahaha, let's all apply for Deflecting Blade Manor. Young Master Chong established it! This one is willing to be his doorkeeper!"


……


When the news of the victory in the southwest reached Kunwu Training Camp, it immediately elicited a heaven-shaking transformation. Zhao Qianqiu, who was playing chess in Deflecting Blade Manor, almost stomped the chessboard to pieces in his rush to stand.


"Is, is, is this true?"


Zhao Qianqiu was stammering, barely able to form sentences.


Although he had felt talent in Wang Chong the first day he entered Kunwu Training Camp and even acknowledged him as unusual, Zhao Qianqiu had never imagined that Wang Chong could accomplish such a feat.


Dalun Ruozan and Duan Gequan were people that Zhao Qianqiu didn't even dare to think about. Yet Wang Chong had managed to defeat them in a proper battle, even when severely outnumbered.


"Impossible! This is just too unbelievable…"


Zhao Qianqiu's chest was heaving, and it took quite a while for him to calm down.


The entire capital, from the highest noble to the lowest commoner, was jubilant. Cheers could be heard from every part of the capital, and some people even lit firecrackers in celebration.


But at this moment, the most enthusiastic people were not on the streets, but in the Imperial Court.


Deep within the Imperial Palace, all the officials, civil and martial, had gathered in Taiji Palace. The atmosphere was most warm and enthusiastic.


"Hahaha, this is the best news this court has ever received! Wang Gen, Duke Jiu has a fine grandson. Your Wang Clan has once again produced a pillar of the empire!"


In the court, an old imperial censor with grizzled hair, seventy or eighty years of age but of ruddy complexion, immediately moved to shake Wang Gen's hand upon his arrival.


The old censor was extremely old and it had been many years since he had participated in a court assembly. In terms of status, he had even higher rank than Imperial Censor Duan Cao. But after hearing of Wang Chong and the great victory in the southwest, he had put on his official robe and hat, and come to participate in the assembly.


Wang Chong was only seventeen years old, but this old imperial censor was already describing him as a pillar of the empire. No normal person could enjoy this honor, but none of the officials present could find any objection.


The victory in the southwest was far too significant. Based on the preliminary news, throughout the course of the campaign, the Great Tang had lost around 160,000 soldiers. If one added the reinforcement army led by Li Zhengyi that had been ambushed, their losses came to 180,000 to 190,000.


But the losses of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang added together exceeded 400,000, more than double the Great Tang's. In addition, a significant portion of this total consisted of the famed armored cavalry of Ü-Tsang.


This victory was enough to shake the world!


One could easily imagine the joy in the old censor's heart.


"Imperial Censor's praise is too much," Wang Gen hurriedly said.


"Too much! How is it too much? Wang Gen, your Wang Clan has performed a great deed for the Great Tang! With the soldiers Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao have lost, they won't be able to invade the southwest for decades."


Wang Gen had barely spoken when the Minister of Personnel arrived with a flock of officials and surrounded him.


"That's right! Today, the Wang Clan is the most outstanding servant of the Great Tang! And with achievements comes reward. There's no need for Lord Wang to be so humble."


"Precisely. Once Young Master Wang returns from the southwest, His Majesty is certain to reward him mightily. The Wang Clan having such a Qilin son is a blessing for my Great Tang."


"Young Master Chong already has the demeanor of the duke!"


……


The officials from the Bureau of Revenue, the Bureau of Personnel, the Bureau of Military Personnel, and the Bureau of Works, as well as the nobles of the court, all came up to offer their congratulations to Wang Gen.


The nobles were particularly enthusiastic. Normally, it would be quite a feat for even half of the nobility to show up, but today, upon hearing the news of the victory in the southwest, all the first-class nobles of the empire had gathered.


"Lord Wang, when you have the time, I beg you to visit my residence for a banquet. Particularly Young Master Wang. Lord Wang must do all he can to bring Young Master Wang with you."


"Right, right, whenever Young Master Wang can come, our Duke Zhao Residence is ready to clear the schedule and wait upon him."


"I hear that Young Master Wang is already seventeen, past the age of adulthood. It's about time to discuss marriage. I have a single daughter who is excellent in both appearance and moral character. Perhaps Lord Wang can play the matchmaker? Our Wang Clan and Zhang Clan can get along like Qin and Jin1!"


(TN: In the Spring and Autumn Period, the states of Qin and Jin allied with each other through a marriage alliance.)


"Duke Zhang, this is improper. I have a little daughter who is superbly qualified…"


……


Wang Gen was surrounded by officials, his face red with happiness, and he laughed so often that his mouth was rarely closed. In his decades struggling his way up the ranks of the court, this day could be said to be his happiest.


In the entire court, Wang Gen and the Wang Clan he represented had become the unquestioned main characters. They even surpassed the Great Tang's Prime Minister.


Today was a day that belonged to the entire Wang lineage!

______________
1. In the Spring and Autumn Period, the states of Qin and Jin allied with each other through a marriage alliance.↩
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"Bastard! This king is furious!"


Standing by a pillar decorated with a coiling dragon, King Qi gritted his teeth, his clenched fists cracking. His face was pale and twisted into a nasty grimace.


He was in no mood to see the smug face of Wang Gen, but the assembly today was for celebrating the victory in the southwest. As an Imperial Prince of the Great Tang, he had to attend.


On the other end, the Tongluo Great General Abusi also had a rather sour expression. He had not forgotten the accusations Wang Chong had made against him in the Regional Commanders incident. In addition, Wang Chong had tied up his only son Abutong to the banner of Kunwu Training Camp, utterly humiliating him.


But not even King Qi, an Imperial Prince of the Great Tang, could say anything, so how could he?


"Damn it! I'll let you be proud for now, but I'd like to see how long you can stay that way."


In the hall, those ministers who usually attached themselves to King Qi and opposed the Wang Clan and King Song all had awful expressions.


But no matter how unwilling they were, they had to shut their mouths and not say a single word.


Bong!


The ring of a bell immediately attracted the notice of the gathered ministers within Taiji Palace.


"All subjects, listen to the decree!"


Behind the curtain of beads high up on the platform, the majestic and resounding voice of the Sage Emperor could be heard.


"When King Song arrives in the southwest, Wang Chong is to immediately return to the capital without the slightest delay!"


"May the Emperor live ten thousand years!"


The officials and nobles all kneeled, the entire hall falling silent.


Boom!


The news of the Sage Emperor's decree quickly spread across the empire. Even the slowest person now knew of the victory of the southwest. Given Wang Chong's enormous achievement, the Sage Emperor was certainly planning to richly reward him in ordering him to return to the capital.


From this moment onward, the Wang lineage were noble beyond words!


After Old Master Wang, the Wang Clan had once again produced a pillar of the empire that could awe the world.


"Older Brother, we chose the right one!"


After the assembly, within Yuzhen Palace, Consort Taizhen sat on her bed and slowly put down the piece of silk upon which the 'Song of Purity and Peace' had been written. As she gave a long sigh, her expression became extremely relaxed.


The assembly had just been concluded, but she had already learned of the Sage Emperor's plans for Wang Chong.


"Indeed, hahaha. Who could have thought that I, Yang Zhao, could have had such an extraordinary sworn brother? Even renowned generals like Dalun Ruozan and Geluofeng lost at his hand. Little Sister, with a sworn brother like this, our status in the palace will be as steady as Mount Tai!"


Yang Zhao held his hands behind his back and looked proudly at Consort Taizhen.


But the influence of the southwest victory was far from restricted to the capital. While the entire capital was astir, countless carrier pigeons were also making their way to the Great Tang's borders.


At the Great Tang's western border, Longxi…


"What? The southwest border was actually won? Dalun Ruozan and Geluofeng were defeated in battle?"


In the westernmost Big Dipper City of Longxi, the formidable and handsome figure of the Great Tang's Big Dipper Great General stood as erect as a spear atop the city wall. Across from him was an endless sea of Tibetan cavalry.


Even someone as composed as Geshu Han, who would remain unflinching even if Mount Tai were to collapse before him, appeared shocked upon hearing the news from the southwest.


If he remembered correctly, Dalun Ruozan and Geluofeng were powerhouses of the southwest who had once sat on par with the former Annan Protector-General, Zhangchou Jianqiong, the current Minister of War. Geshu Han had never exchanged blows with Geluofeng or Dalun Ruozan, had never even met them.


But Dalun Ruozan had clashed with Zhangchou Jianqiong, and even the Tiger of the Empire had found himself exceeded in some aspects.


For an individual like Zhangchou Jianqiong to be stymied in the southwest and be forced to seek other means to enter the Imperial Court and become Minister of War, one could easily imagine the abilities of Dalun Ruozan and Geluofeng.


But the southwest had actually been won!


With no Zhangchou Jianqiong or any other Imperial Great General, only first-ranked generals like Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong, the Tang had actually succeeded in defeating the five hundred thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


Not even Geshu Han would dare to think about pulling off such a feat.


"Does this brat have such impressive abilities? Has this news been confirmed? Did he have no other reinforcements?"


Geshu Han gripped the letter, his eyes twitching.


He had been holding this message for some time, but he still found the news hard to believe. That brat who had made so much trouble during the Regional Commanders incident and had so harshly denounced him and the other protector-generals actually had this sort of ability?


This was simply too absurd!


"Great General, this matter has been confirmed multiple times. It's not just us. The same news was sent to the other border protector-generals and Great Generals as well. The youngest son of the Wang Clan, Wang Chong, on a mountain in the southwest, used one hundred thousand soldiers to contend against the five hundred thousand soldiers led by Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, Geluofeng, and Duan Gequan. In the end, he unexpectedly managed to thoroughly rout them, killing more than four hundred thousand soldiers. This fact is beyond doubt.


"Dalun Ruozan has already withdrawn to the lands of the Ngari Royal Lineage on the Tibetan Plateau. It seems like Geluofeng was heavily injured and was taken to Erhai. It's not known if he's dead or alive."


Nearby, a scout general for the Big Dipper Army bowed, his head hanging very low.


Buzz!


Geshu Han said nothing, but he couldn't stop his eyes from twitching a few more times.


Even he couldn't help but be moved by such an impressive battle record.


Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, Duan Gequan—these were all renowned generals of the present age. If he weren't being held down by We Tadra Khonglo and Dusong Mangpoje, and could bring his Big Dipper Army down south, he would have no problem defending, but defeating them… not even Geshu Han was confident he could do that.


All those who could enter the 'Great General' level had similar levels of strength. The majority of them had a few unique skills and were not so easy to defeat!


"The world is constantly giving birth to new talents. I didn't think that our Great Tang would also have this sort of peerless commander. Geshu, this is a blessing for the Great Tang!"


A set of light footsteps came from behind him as a familiar figure exuding a dignified and domineering aura slowly approached.


"Milord!"


Seeing the fully-armored figure of the Crown Prince's Junior Guardian, the Great Tang War God Wang Zhongsi, Geshu Han hurriedly lowered his head. Although he was the esteemed commander-in-chief of Longxi's Big Dipper Army, the Great Tang's Big Dipper Great General, Geshu Han would always regard himself as a subordinate before Wang Zhongsi, the one who had raised him through the ranks.


"Milord!"


The other people around Geshu Han hurriedly bowed as well.


"Mm!"


Wang Zhongsi waved his hand. The days of constant and intense battle had caused hints of fatigue to creep onto his face, but his eyes were still bright and sharp. Anyone who saw these eyes would feel a sense of respect and servitude.


In truth, there were few people in the entire world who dared to stand before Wang Zhongsi and battle with him.


If Ü-Tsang had not dispatched its King of Generals, We Tadra Khonglo, someone who had previous experience fighting with Wang Zhongsi, it wouldn't have been able to stop him.


"Geshu, perhaps you don't know. In Ghost Tree District in the western part of the capital, that child managed to defeat the old War God Su Zhengchen in a game of chess!" Wang Zhongsi said.


"What?!!"


Upon hearing the name 'Su Zhengchen', Geshu Han felt his body shiver in shock and he fiercely raised his head.


The legendary War God Su Zhengchen from Emperor Taizong's era? The person whose status in the Great Tang far surpassed his superior officer Wang Zhongsi's?


The one who was rumored to have already died?


That brat from the Wang Clan actually managed to beat him in a game of chess?


How could that be?


Geshu Han's shock was no minor one!


In the entire Great Tang, the one publicly acknowledged to be the strongest was not the Crown Prince's Junior Guardian Wang Zhongsi, but that legendary War God Su Zhengchen. Everything about this man was shrouded in mysteries and legends.


Even the Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han would feel a deep respect for this old War God.


Of the many generals of the Great Tang, not a single one had the right to stand before that old senior, not even Wang Zhongsi!


Just this was enough to understand his status.


But Wang Zhongsi said that Wang Chong had beaten this venerable figure in a game of chess?


It wasn't that Geshu Han didn't believe him, but this matter was far too unreasonable.


The art of war was akin to the art of chess. Any general with some understanding of the art of war knew this. Wouldn't this fact mean that the brat was even more formidable than Su Zhengchen?


How could that be?


Geshu Han didn't believe it.


"I'm not clear on the specifics, and this matter is only known amongst a small circle, but Senior Su is still alive. In addition, that boy from the Wang Clan beat him in the Ghost Tree District. This is a verified fact.


"I obtained similar information inside the palace," Wang Zhongsi said.


Geshu Han fell quiet. He wouldn't believe these words from the mouth of another, but he had to believe the words from Wang Zhongsi's mouth.


Rumble!


The earth suddenly quaked, a massive noise attracting everyone's attention.


"They're retreating! The Tibetans are retreating!" someone shouted from a tower.


Geshu Han and Wang Zhongsi turned their heads and saw that the looming silhouette of the Tibetan Plateau was now shrouded in clouds of dust, the banner of the white lion waving prominently within them.


The countless Tibetan cavalry under those banners were suddenly heading toward the west, retreating all the way back to the plateau.


"Yeeeeaah!"


Cheers thundered out of the tower as all the soldiers of the Big Dipper Army celebrated. They had fought for so long, enduring fierce offensives every day, but in the end, the Tibetan cavalry under We Tadra Khonglo and Dusong Mangpoje had finally retreated.


Geshu Han and Wang Zhongsi looked at each other.


With We Tadra Khonglo and Dusong Mangpoje retreating, Geshu Han and Wang Zhongsi didn't need the letter from the Imperial Court to know that the Great Tang truly had won in the southwest.


The strategic objective lost, the battle in Longxi had become meaningless.


The Great Tang had won!


……


"Bastard!"


In the Qixi Protectorate headquarters, a furious roar shook the entire building.


"How could a seventeen-year-old brat be this formidable? Check it again! Again! And again!"


Unlike the other generals, when Qixi Protector-General Fumeng Lingcha learned that Wang Chong had defeated Dalun Ruozan and Geluofeng, achieving victory in the southwest, he almost exploded with anger. Qixi had a very special status. Spanning Gansu and Qinghai, it stood between the Turks and Ü-Tsang, and served as a critical passage between the heartland of the Great Tang and the forts of Anxi.


Thus, no matter what sort of war was happening, Fumeng Lingcha rarely left his position.


But just because he didn't leave didn't mean he wasn't paying attention!
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In the Regional Commanders incident, Wang Chong had presented a memorial noting the difference between the Hu and the Han, his harsh criticisms resulting in the destruction of a proposal very beneficial for the Hu of the Great Tang. Fumeng Lingcha, as a Hu protector-general, still held a deep grudge over this incident.


It was in his initial rage that he had submitted a memorial requesting Wang Chong's execution.


Fumeng Lingcha hadn't expected to hear this sort of news. In Fumeng Lingcha's view, that boy was nothing more than an incompetent brat, yet he had somehow managed to defeat the united army of Dalun Ruozan and Geluofeng, killing more than four hundred thousand and achieving great merit.


If this was true, wouldn't that brat be impossible to deal with?


An individual like this appearing in the Imperial Court was extremely bad news for the Hu generals on the border!


It wasn't possible for Fumeng Lingcha to be happy about this news.


"Send scouts! To the southwest! I must know what happened there. I don't believe that some brat who's still wet behind the ears could have this kind of ability!!"


Fumeng Lingcha's voice echoed throughout the protectorate headquarters.


……


In the distant Four Garrisons of Anxi and the Beiting Protectorate in the extreme north, Gao Xianzhi, An Sishun… For these commanders of the Great Tang who held down the border of the Great Tang, this day was bound to be very difficult to forget.


When great powers like the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, the kingdoms of the Western Regions, Charax Spasinu, the Abbasid Caliphate, Goguryeo, the Khitans, and the Xi were covetously eyeing the Great Tang and increasing their soldiers stationed on the Great Tang border, the greatest turning point had come from the place the Great Tang had regarded as in the most danger, the place in the greatest peril, and thus the most likely to fall into enemy hands: the southwest.


"Changqing, it seems that's we've underestimated that Wang Clan brat who walked out of the imperial prison!"


In the headquarters of the Anxi Protectorate, a handsome, bearded, and dignified man giving off an imposing aura sat down on a sandalwood armchair. One hand held an exquisitely made teacup while his other slowly put down a piece of paper.


"180,000 against 560,000, and they killed more than 400,000! To so thoroughly defeat Geluofeng and Dalun Ruozan, I really can't imagine it. How could a seventeen-year-old youth be so formidable?"


Across from Gao Xianzhi, a short, ugly, and dark-skinned man gracelessly slouched on the ground, his back a little hunched, a hand propped under his chin as he silently thought.


Although this man had a hideous face and frightening appearance, this hunchbacked and dark-skinned man's eyes were abnormally bright and clear, bursting with wisdom.


Gao Xianzhi was an Imperial Great General who commanded the Four Garrisons of Anxi, fending off the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu. In all of Anxi, there was only one man who could act so carefreely in front of him: Feng Changqing.


The memorial at the center of the Regional Commanders incident which had claimed that Han would promote Han and Hu would promote Hu had infuriated Gao Xianzhi. However, he would have never imagined that the perils of the southwest would actually be resolved by that sensationalist and incompetent Han brat.


In addition, defeating Dalun Ruozan and Geluofeng and killing more than four hundred thousand soldiers was such an incredible achievement that not even Gao Xianzhi, the commanding general of Anxi, could even dream about such a thing!


In Gao Xianzhi's eyes, the Regional Commanders incident now had a completely different character to it.


"Regardless of how he did it, this matter is absolutely certain! It seems like the Great Tang has obtained yet another Imperial Great General!" Gao Xianzhi declared.


These final words caused Feng Changqing's entire body to tremble and his mouth to gape as he stared in shock at his superior.


He knew that the major victory in the southwest was no trifling matter and that the Imperial Court was certain to richly reward Wang Chong, but he had never thought that Gao Xianzhi would raise Wang Chong to the level of 'Imperial Great General'!


Just how old was that child!


From the founding of the Great Tang to the era of the Sage Emperor, a seventeen-year-old had never been made Great General! Even Gao Xianzhi had only been made Great General in his thirties!


Gao Xianzhi's evaluation was shockingly high. After all, in the Regional Commanders incident, these two had been at odds!


Feng Changqing sat in a daze on the floor, momentarily unable to speak.


……


In the Beiting Protectorate, the nominal Vice Protector-General and de facto Protector-General An Sishun immediately dispatched countless spies to the southwest upon hearing this news.


Of the various border protectorates, the victory in the southwest affected Beiting the most.


The situation on the border was such that the Beiting Protectorate was in the middle of the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, and their combined might was around five hundred to six hundred thousand soldiers. One could easily imagine the pressure placed on the Beiting Protectorate.


Every day, the soldiers of the Beiting Protectorate had to be ready for battle, to throw themselves into an intense fight.


But when the news of the victory in the southwest arrived, the Turkic cavalry receded like a tide in the space of a single night. Neither hide nor hair could be seen of them, even if one traveled one thousand li.


"Impossible! How could someone defeat Dalun Ruozan and Geluofeng at the same time? Not even Zhangchou Jianqiong in his ten-some years there managed to do this!"


In a massive hall, behind tightly shut doors, An Sishun gripped the news in his hand, unable to speak, for a long time.


For a very long time, he dared not believe that this news was true.


It was too surprising, too sudden.


……


"That brat managed to defeat Geluofeng and Dalun Ruozan!!!"


In the Great Tang's northeast, in the land of Youzhou, within the headquarters of the Andong Protectorate, Zhang Shougui stared in shock at the news that had been delivered by carrier pigeon.


As a Great General and veteran general of the empire, as the Protector-General of the Andong Protectorate, Zhang Shougui had established quite the long list of achievements on the battlefield.


If there was one person in the Great Tang who could surpass him, it was the Great Tang War God, the current Crown Prince's Junior Guardian, Wang Zhongsi.


But even in front of Wang Zhongsi, Zhang Shougui could act as an equal and didn't need to act too polite.


After all, his lifetime of achievements was only a tiny bit lacking compared to Wang Zhongsi.


The land of Youzhou bordered many powers: the Xi, the Khitans, the Turks, and also the secluded Goguryeo and its vast reserves of power. Other than him, the Great Tang really didn't have anyone who could oversee this area.


Whether it was Geshu Han, Gao Xianzhi, or An Sishun, they would be fine managing their own territories, but if they were transferred to Andong, they would truly find it difficult to keep the situation under control.


Zhang Shougui was absolutely certain of this.


This was also why he believed himself to be the number two man in the Great Tang.


But the major victory in the southwest had truly taken him by surprise.


The one who had salvaged the southwest war had not been Wang Yan or Xianyu Zhongtong, nor had it been Geshu Han's Big Dipper Army, and it certainly hadn't been the reinforcements from the Imperial Court. Rather, it had been that unremarkable seventeen-year-old brat from the Wang Clan…


Frankly speaking, Zhang Shougui still felt like this was impossible, that it was all a dream.


In his lifetime, in the lands of the Great Tang, how could something like this possibly happen?


Had the more than five hundred thousand soldiers of Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao been made of paper?


And there was Geluofeng and Dalun Ruozan… How did those two lose to one boy?


Even with all his wisdom and experience, Zhang Shougui could not imagine how an army five hundred thousand strong, led by Geluofeng and Dalun Ruozan, could lose to a single boy.


Had they been too incompetent or the child too incredible?


What was in here that he didn't know about?


"Someone! Investigate for me everything concerning the war of the southwest!!"


Zhang Shougui suddenly stood up. A moment later, hundreds of elite Youzhou cavalry left the Andong Protectorate headquarters, galloping toward the south.


……


Ü-Tsang, Goguryeo, the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, the Abbasid Caliphate, Charax Spasinu… The news of the victory in the southwest caused the borders of the Great Tang to quake.


All the foreign powers receded from the border like a tide.


To the entire world, this was a day in which the heavens shook and the earth swayed.


……


Regardless of what was happening in the Imperial Court or on the borders, the southwest border after the war was abnormally calm.


In the camp, people spent each day discussing whether they should counterattack and invade Mengshe Zhao or Ü-Tsang. As for Wang Chong, he had put all these questions aside.


The war of the southwest was concluded and his mission was complete, for now.


In Wang Chong's view, once the war concluded, his authority over the army also came to an end. At present, the true commanders of the southwest were Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan—to be even more accurate, it was Xianyu Zhongtong alone.


For generals, it was fine to take command at dangerous moments, but when the battle was over, not relinquishing this authority was overstepping one's bounds and was no wise course of action.


After all, it wasn't like he had come away with no achievements.


And the southwest would still eventually be managed by Xianyu Zhongtong, the Annan Protector-General.


"Congratulations to user for completing 'The Trial of Destiny: Empire's Dirge'. In killing 420,000 soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, user has succeeded in altering the fate of the empire's southwest!"


Wang Chong was currently seated cross-legged on the summit of the mountain, the voice of the Stone of Destiny ringing in his ear. Bzzt! In a flash of light, countless images began to float in front of Wang Chong's eyes.


Gallop! The urgent galloping of horses rang out in his ear as the entire course of the southwestern war, from the moment Wang Chong left the capital to his victory over the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, played out in front of him.


"Congratulations to user for acquiring the new title 'Controller of Destiny'. User's ability to survive, resist the World Constraint, and rule fate have been improved."


Hwoom! As the Stone of Destiny spoke, a gale stirred over the summit, and countless silhouettes that only Wang Chong could see flashed before his eyes.


Boom!


At this same moment, a furious tide of invisible energy emerged out of the depths of space-time, thundering into Wang Chong's body.


This energy was both cold and hot, imbued with a destructive character.


"Ah!" Wang Chong let out a soft groan of pain as an intense ache throbbed through his body. In these few seconds, Wang Chong's body grew many times tougher.
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Wang Chong's root bone had already reached the Dragon Bone level, but it was only at the most basic Flood Dragon Bone. However, at this moment, Wang Chong's root bone instantly reached the peak of the Flood Dragon Bone level.


More importantly, Wang Chong could sense that his body had been toughened in other ways besides the improvement to his root bone.


Ability to resist the World Constraint and rule fate? What are these? Wang Chong wondered in shock. Although he had known of the contents of the reward long ago, he still had no idea what they were improving.


"Congratulations to user for achieving 'Controller of Destiny'. A new set of rewards has been unlocked."


Before Wang Chong could come back to his senses, another change took place in his mind. In a burst of golden light, two new reward categories appeared in front of Wang Chong. One represented 'arts' and the other represented 'power'.


Success! Besides moves and arts, there are even rewards concerning the power of fate!


As the list of rewards available for exchange appeared before him, Wang Chong inwardly rejoiced.


"The war of the southwest has concluded. User has killed 420,000 Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers for a reward of 2100 points of Destiny Energy. 60,000 soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army have died, resulting in a deduction of 290 points of Destiny Energy. Congratulations to user for obtaining 1810 points of Destiny Energy.


"In addition, for completing the 'Trial of Destiny', user is rewarded an additional 600 points of Destiny Energy. In total, user has obtained 2410 points of Destiny Energy."


……


Buzz! The voice in Wang Chong's mind instantly caused his body to shudder, his mind in a daze.


"2410?!"


Wang Chong's mouth was wide open in disbelief.


In the war of the southwest, all his focus had been placed on defeating Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang, so he had never thought about the reward from the Stone of Destiny.


Wang Chong had never expected to be given such a large reward after the conclusion of the war.


"How is this possible?"


Wang Chong sat in a daze, unable to gather his thoughts for quite some time.


But now that he thought about it, in the war of the southwest, for every 10,000 soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army he killed, he could be rewarded with 50 points of Destiny Energy.


And in the course of the war, he had killed 420,000 Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang soldiers. Probably not even the Stone of Destiny had expected this, resulting in that astonishing reward.


This had been the most astounding reward he had received since his reincarnation. But when he thought about the significance of the southwest to the Great Tang and to the Central Plains, and about the risks he had taken, Wang Chong felt at ease.


"I can't believe it!" Wang Chong muttered to himself. At this moment, he suddenly understood the meaning of the Trial of Destiny. Massive risks came hand in hand with massive rewards.


2410 points of Destiny Energy was enough for him to do many things.


Tap! Tap!


While Wang Chong was thinking, he suddenly heard footsteps. Opening his eyes, he saw Old Eagle hurriedly walking over, a carrier pigeon on his shoulder and a rolled-up sheet of paper in his hand.


"Young Master, a letter. It's from him…"


Old Eagle's voice became very soft.


Wang Chong's expression flickered as he took the letter from Old Eagle. After giving it a glance, he quickly stowed it away.


"No one is allowed to know of this matter besides the two of us. Not even Protector-General or my father can know," Wang Chong gravely ordered.


"Your subordinate understands."


Old Eagle nodded and quickly departed.


Once Old Eagle had left and no one else was around, Wang Chong finally opened the message. This letter had been sent by the long-absent Solitary Wolf, and it contained only a few words.


'Solitary Wolf pays respects. This subordinate is safe and sound and hopes that Young Master is not concerned. The mission has been completed, ready for Young Master's summons.'


At the bottom was a row of small characters and Solitary Wolf's unique seal.


After reading the letter, Wang Chong contracted his fingers and sent a jolt through them, pulverizing the paper into powder.


Standing up, Wang Chong began to stride down the mountain.


"Li Siye, follow me!" Wang Chong shouted into the distance.


"Yes, Young Master!"


Li Siye, mounted on a Ferghana steed, arrived like a bolt of lightning.


In the war of the southwest, the one thousand cavalry led by Li Siye had made enormous contributions. Moreover, as the future Invincible Great General, Li Siye held a fervent loyalty for the Great Tang.


Right now, Wang Chong treated him like his trusted subordinate.


"Old Eagle, tell Father and Protector-General that I'm taking soldiers out on patrol to calm the people, taking care of some personal matters along the way. If anything happens, inform me by carrier pigeon and I'll come back," Wang Chong said.


"Your subordinate understands," Old Eagle responded from the distance, a sharp light flashing in his eyes.


Without another word, Wang Chong and Li Siye galloped off with a few elite cavalry.


The southwest was heavily guarded, the entire population mobilized. The areas bordering Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang were under constant watch by carrier pigeons and eagles, and even civilians were taking part.


The smallest activity from the border would immediately elicit a response from the Annan Protectorate army.


Everything had been arranged, and the Annan Protectorate army had its own system, so Wang Chong had nothing to worry about.


……


As Wang Chong rode southeast from the mountain, he passed by many ruined towns and villages. In the past, these places would have been bustling with activity, but they were now all deserted.


The war of the southwest had lasted for only two months, but it had had an unprecedented impact on the nearly one million civilians living here. Panic had spread everywhere, entire families migrated.


Thankfully, the war was now over and announcements that all was safe had been posted everywhere. Many people were slowly beginning to return from their hideaways deep in the mountains.


"It won't take long for all this to recover."


Wang Chong stopped the White-hoofed Shadow on a city street and looked around him.


"Hyah!"


Two days later, Wang Chong stopped outside the walls of a small and remote town.


"The rest of you stay here. Li Siye, follow me."


Wang Chong left his guards outside as he entered the abandoned city with Li Siye.


The walls showed black scorch marks from being burned, and many parts had fallen. Although Wang Chong and the Annan Protectorate army had held down the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers and limited the damage they could cause, this did not mean that the civilians of the southwest were completely unaffected.


Whether it was the fleeing Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers in the aftermath or the sporadic battles in the earlier phase, these things had had a significant effect on the cities and villages of the southwest.


"A small unit of Tibetan cavalry probably passed through here," Li Siye noted from behind Wang Chong, his gaze sweeping over the ruins.


Wang Chong had said that this was a patrol, but Li Siye didn't feel this way. Wang Chong's goal had been extremely precise, but truthfully speaking, Li Siye still didn't know what Wang Chong's purpose was.


"When the nest is upset, no egg is left intact. Fortunately, we managed to win," Wang Chong said with deep emotion.


Only he knew what would have happened if he had not intervened in this war. In that scenario, he wouldn't be seeing just one or two destroyed towns.


"It's here."


While talking, Wang Chong suddenly stopped and turned toward a dilapidated room. The walls of the room were pitch-black, and all the chairs, tables, and stools lay shattered on the floor amidst the shards of pottery and pans.


The sole stove in the room against the wall had also been smashed to pieces.


"Wait outside. When I need you, I'll call you over," Wang Chong said.


"Yes, Young Master."


Li Siye nodded.


After the war of the southwest, Li Siye's attitude toward Wang Chong had shifted from obstinate disobedience to heartfelt loyalty.


No matter what Wang Chong said, he would express no objections.


Wang Chong nodded and entered the room. The room was deserted, but Wang Chong swept his eyes over the room before stamping his foot three times.


"Is it Young Master?" A barely audible voice came from the ground.


"It's me. Solitary Wolf, open the door," Wang Chong whispered back.


Kalala! The sounds of a mechanism could be heard. A few moments later, a floorboard in front of Wang Chong shifted to the side, revealing a dark hole.


A set of stairs could be seen extending into the darkness.


Wang Chong slightly raised his clothes before immediately proceeding down the stairs.


Crackle!


The sound of a flickering flame could be heard in the gloom, and a dot of fiery light slowly began to brighten in front of Wang Chong.


"Young… Master…"


Solitary Wolf's hoarse voice, disheveled hair, and sallow appearance gave Wang Chong a fright. Even from this distance, he could smell the thick stench of blood.


"Solitary Wolf, what's wrong?"


Shocked, Wang Chong hurried forward to support Solitary Wolf.


Cough… cough. "Young Master, be at ease. Those people wanted to kill us, but I've got good luck. I won't be dying yet."


Solitary Wolf raised his head and gave an ugly smile. His white teeth were striking in the darkness.


"Don't force yourself."


Wang Chong glanced at him and suddenly thrust a finger into Solitary Wolf's Shanzhong acupuncture point. He then helped the feeble Solitary Wolf into a chair and stuffed a pill sealed in white wax into his mouth.


"This medicine can treat your wounds and will help you recover."


In the light of the fire, Wang Chong was stunned by the sword and saber wounds covering Solitary Wolf's body.


Cough. "Thank you, Young Master."


After Solitary Wolf swallowed down the divine medicine that Wang Chong had obtained from the palace, his complexion clearly began to improve. He was no longer coughing as badly, and his skin gradually began to regain a reddish hue.


"How did you manage to escape? And do you know who your pursuers were?" Wang Chong asked.


Solitary Wolf gave a bitter smile and then gave a detailed account of the escape.


Solitary Wolf had spent a long time hiding out in Jiange City before finally spotting a chance and escaping. However, those mysterious black-clothed people had been searching for them the entire time.


Solitary Wolf had almost died to their swords quite a few times. Thankfully, Zhang Qiantuo had finally woken up and the pair had managed to smoothly escape.


"You couldn't capture any of those black-clothed people alive?"


Wang Chong frowned.


"No, they were all suicide soldiers. If they were defeated and captured, they would immediately bite down on a poison pill in their mouths to commit suicide. I tried to remove the tooth that they had concealed the poison in, but then they bit their tongues, cut their throats, or severed their meridians. Even though I fought with them for so long, I wasn't able to ask them a single thing."


Solitary Wolf bitterly smiled.


"In addition, when Young Master achieved a major victory not too long ago, all those black-clothed people completely withdrew, so we don't even have a chance to capture them now."


The Annan Protectorate army had pasted their announcements everywhere, and Solitary Wolf had clearly seen them.


Wang Chong instantly fell silent.
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"Then what of Governor Zhang? Take me to see him. I have something I need to ask him," Wang Chong said.


Everything about the southwest war could be traced back to the battle of Jiange. Zhang Qiantuo's raping and murdering Geluofeng's wife and daughter had resulted in all of this.


Right now, all of the Great Tang believed that Zhang Qiantuo had died in Geluofeng's assault on Jiange. Privately sheltering an important official of the court for personal reasons was a major offense, which was why Wang Chong did not want others to know of this matter.


Wang Chong didn't even want his own father to know. Wang Chong knew that someone of his father's personality had an eighty to ninety percent chance of reporting the matter to the Imperial Court upon learning of it.


Given all the misdeeds Geluofeng had committed as a result of this incident, if the Imperial Court knew that Zhang Qiantuo was still alive, the only fate awaiting him would be execution.


Thus, no matter what, no one could know that Zhang Qiantuo was still alive.


Suddenly, a low and raspy voice came from within the basement. "Many thanks to Young Master for the kindness of saving my life, but I am no longer Zhang Qiantuo, only a faceless man who is too ashamed to see the world."


A large figure slowly approached in the fiery light, and upon seeing the man's face, even Wang Chong was given a start.


"Governor Zhang! What have you done?"


Wang Chong saw that the figure in front of him had placed a strange black metal mask over his face. This mask had no eyebrows or hair, and seemed to be branded to his flesh.


If Wang Chong hadn't met Zhang Qiantuo in the capital and recognized his voice, he would have never imagined that the man wearing this metal mask was that meticulous, sincere, and upright Governor of Jiannan.


"Young Master Wang, this is my own choice. Please do not interfere. Until I find out who murdered my wife and children, who those black-clothed men are, and what is the true identity of that disloyal, unfilial, heartless, and unrighteous bastard who schemed against this Zhang, I will never remove the mask on my face.


"Alive, Zhang Qiantuo has no face to see the world, and dead, has no face to see his wife and children. Young Master, please no longer call me Zhang Qiantuo. Zhang Qiantuo died in battle at Jiange. All Young Master sees now is a faceless man whose heart is dead. I only have one goal in life: kill those bastards and find out the truth of Jiannan. Before this, I will never fall, never!"


The faceless man clenched his fists, causing his knuckles to crack, his body to tremble, and his eyes to go red. The anger bursting from his body was like a loathing flame that could never be extinguished. This sight was enough to shock anyone.


"Milord!!"


Wang Chong and Solitary Wolf called out in alarm at the same time as they noticed two trickles of tears beginning to flow down the mask. But these were tears of crimson, tears of blood!


"Bin-er, Tong-er, Wife, wait for me. I'll definitely avenge you! Definitely!!"


The last words were almost howled out.


As they looked at the weeping faceless man, Wang Chong and Solitary Wolf were both deeply moved.


Men did not easily cry, only when they were deeply hurt. This was Wang Chong's first time seeing a proud seven-foot man weeping like this. No one could have imagined that the steely and courageous Governor of Jiannan that he had met in the capital would become this loyal and faceless man, crying tears of blood.


Even after many years, Wang Chong would still remember this scene.


"Sir, be at ease! This matter does not only concern Sir, but the entire Great Tang. As long as Wang Chong still breathes, he will definitely help Sir investigate the truth," Wang Chong earnestly said.


Zhang Qiantuo was a good subject of the Great Tang, and a loyal one as well. If Solitary Wolf had not promptly rescued him, he would have already committed suicide by cutting his throat. An important official of the Great Tang who had guarded the border for decades, he wasn't someone who should have to live like this, his entire family killed, his name reviled, and his face covered in a mask, ashamed to face the world.


The will of the heavens was clear. Even if they were complete strangers, Wang Chong would never allow this sort of thing to happen to a person of the Great Tang, much less to a loyal subject.


The former Governor of Jiannan, Zhang Qiantuo, now the faceless man, clenched his fists and declared, "Young Master, my gratitude for your benevolence is beyond words. If my wife and children can be avenged and my name cleared, this faceless man is willing to serve Young Master for the rest of my life, serving as your ox or horse!"


Wang Chong was of an influential background, born from a clan of ministers and generals, the grandson of the sagacious minister Duke Jiu, and now he had even accomplished the wondrous feat of winning the war of the southwest. If there was one person in the world who could clear his name, that person would be Wang Chong.


"I don't need your service."


Wang Chong shook his head. If it was just about service, Wang Chong had many people under his command. In addition, he had even more people in the gradually maturing Kunwu Training Camp and Deflecting Blade Manor who could serve him.


In the war of the southwest, the people of Deflecting Blade Manor had been of great assistance to him, and their future potential was limitless.


"Wang Chong came here to find Sir with regards to the Jiannan. Sir only needs to investigate those people, find out the truth of Jiannan, to be of greatest assistance to Wang Chong," Wang Chong said.


The faceless man's eyes widened as he looked at Wang Chong in confusion.


"Heh, I will not hide anything from Sir. I also have a matter that needs investigation, and I suspect that it relates to the people that were chasing after the two of you."


Wang Chong chuckled and, not holding them in suspense, immediately revealed the pitch-black arrow shaft.


"This is?"


In an instant, Solitary Wolf and the faceless man looked over. The broken arrow that Wang Chong had taken was of extremely bizarre construction. It appeared to require a level of craftsmanship that far exceeded anything of the present era, and the arrowhead was missing for some reason.


But the two of them knew that Wang Chong had a reason for his actions.


Wang Chong straightforwardly explained that after the war of the southwest, someone had attempted to assassinate him with this mysterious black arrow. In the end, he had managed to rely on his sharp intuition to dodge the arrow, but the black arrow had ended up killing Luo Ji.


"Young Master!!!"


Solitary Wolf was flabbergasted. Old Eagle had never mentioned this matter, so this was his first time learning of it. Next to him, the faceless man was also shocked.


"Young Master means that this assassination was not carried out by Mengshe Zhao or Ü-Tsang, but the same group of people chasing us?" the faceless man asked in amazement.


"I can't be sure. All of this is only speculation," Wang Chong slowly said, his eyes beginning to exude a dazzling glow.


"But there is one thing that I can be sure of. In that situation, Geluofeng, Duan Gequan, Dalun Ruozan, or Huoshu Huicang would never have thought about an assassination, nor would they do such a thing. Crucially, it was impossible for them to do such a thing!"


Wang Chong suddenly turned the arrow shaft to show the other side, revealing a part of the arrow that neither Solitary Wolf nor the faceless man had noticed.


"Han characters!!"


"No, this is the Bird Seal Script from the Qin-Han era!"


(TN: Bird Seal Script is a way to write Chinese in which the Chinese characters are further stylized so that the ends of the strokes had the appearance of bird-like heads and tails. This sort of script was actually more prevalent in the Spring and Autumn period and Warring States period that preceded the Qin Dynasty. After the Qin Dynasty united China, the various scripts used by the various states were united into Small Seal Script.)


Both Solitary Wolf and the faceless man were stunned by what they saw. On the end of the arrow near the fletching, several words had been engraved. These words were definitely not in the language of Mengshe Zhao or Ü-Tsang.


These were the words of the Central Plains!


The faceless man had even been able to identify these words as being the Bird Seal Script used by only a small number in the early years of the Qin-Han era. These words were of extremely ancient origin and were said to have arisen during the Spring and Autumn period or the Warring States period. By the time of the Qin-Han era, they gradually began to fall out of use on account of their complexity and difficulty, replaced with the more squarish Small Seal Script.


But none of the Seal Scripts were in use in the present Great Tang.


It was also at this point that the pair suddenly understood why Wang Chong was so certain that this assassination was not carried out by Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang.


For a moment, the basement was deathly still.


Both Solitary Wolf and the faceless man had nothing to say. The broken arrow was still the same broken arrow, as black as the night, but it now appeared even more mysterious in their eyes, even more lethal.


"But, why?"


The faceless man finally looked up at Wang Chong.


Weren't there too many mysteries here?


Were the people hunting him down the same as the people trying to kill Wang Chong? If not, why did they want to kill Wang Chong?


He was just a seventeen-year-old boy.


And what was the reason? There had to be a reason for killing someone. The faceless man could be set aside. After all, he had once been the Governor of Jiannan and held an impressive status. Wang Chong, on the other hand, had been nothing more than a wastrel scion living in the capital.


Although he was born from a clan of ministers and generals, he had no official rank or noble title. In the capital, there were countless scions like him.


In addition, if this was merely targeting the Wang Clan, why not choose Wang Fu, or even Wang Yan?


These two were also descendants of the Wang Clan, and they had far higher status than Wang Chong!


This was far too unexpected.


"I also don't know."


Wang Chong shook his head, his gaze gradually growing more profound.


"But there's one thing that I'm certain of. This matter is highly likely to be related to the war of the southwest. And I feel that the people chasing you and the one who tried to assassinate me were likely the same group of people. Only this can explain why both of us encountered assassins.


"I don't think that the war of the southwest is as simple as we think. It feels like another power is controlling things from the shadows," Wang Chong said.


Geluofeng truly had harbored ambitions against the Great Tang, but these ambitions alone could not have driven him to immediately break his relationship with the Great Tang. Geluofeng had not finished his preparations. Otherwise, he would not have sought aid from Ü-Tsang.


And he certainly wouldn't have taken the initiative and battled with the Annan Protectorate army on the Erhai plains for the sake of becoming allies with Ü-Tsang.


It was only because Zhang Qiantuo had 'raped and murdered' his wife and daughter that Geluofeng had exploded with rage, eventually leading to the war of the southwest. And based on what Solitary Wolf had said, by the time he had entered Zhang Qiantuo's mansion, Geluofeng's wife and daughter were already corpses.


In this aspect, although Geluofeng had a burning ambition, with regards to the matter of Jiange, he had been perfectly candid and played no tricks.


"But if this is the case, who is it? What advantages are there in this? And who could be so capable?" Solitary Wolf gravely said.
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Solitary Wolf had investigated his pursuers. There had been Tang among them, and people from Mengshe Zhao, Ü-Tsang, and even the Abbasid Caliphate. This was clearly not something any ordinary person or faction could do.


The war of the southwest involved the Great Tang, Ü-Tsang, and Mengshe Zhao, involved Great Generals like Huoshu Huicang, Dalun Ruozan, Duan Gequan, and Geluofeng, involved seven to eight hundred thousand soldiers and almost one million civilians.


If one said that someone had been urging all this on, that there really was some faction so powerful that it could treat these countries, generals, soldiers, and civilians like playthings in the palm of their hand…


The mere thought of it caused Solitary Wolf to tremble.


Deep within his heart, Solitary Wolf preferred to believe that all this was a coincidence. The people chasing them did not belong to the same faction as the people chasing down Young Master.


"I don't know!"


Wang Chong shook his head.


"As I said, all this is merely my speculation. Perhaps it is, perhaps it isn't. But no matter what, there's one thing I can be sure of: in this war, besides the three countries of the Great Tang, Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang, there was another power lurking beneath the surface that none of us could see.


"These people even dared to frame and kill a governor of the Imperial Court, even dare to attempt to assassinate me… They're already incredibly bold. The laws of the court and the rules of society can't bind them and are of no use against them.


"In the war of the southwest, with so many present: all the soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army, my father Wang Yan, Protector-General Xianyu Zhongtong… None of these people could make them have second thoughts. This alone is a testament to their daring."


As Wang Chong spoke, his expression was incredibly grim.


As someone who had lived two lives, he felt like he knew everything like the back of his hand, but even after combing through his memories, he discovered that he could not find a single bit of information concerning these people. At the very least, he had never known about the incident involving Jiannan Governor Zhang Qiantuo.


Wang Chong felt like he was touching upon something that he had never encountered in his last life.


"Young Master, if you're worried, then give this matter to me! I've already died once, and no one knows of my existence. No matter who they are or how powerful they are, I am not afraid. I live only for the sake of one matter: uncovering their true identities, taking revenge for Bin-er, Tong-er, and my wife, and clearing my name.


"As long as I can realize this goal, I can walk through a mountain of daggers or a sea of flames, have my tongue pulled out and my nose cut off. Nothing can scare me. I already have nothing to lose!!"


The faceless man's eyes glowed with a venomous hatred, his last words mixed with a bitter laughter.


Who cared how powerful they were? How mysterious? How vicious and sublime their methods? He was already a lonely man with no family or possessions. Since he had already lost everything, what did he have to fear?


Wang Chong and Solitary Wolf silently exchanged looks.


Wang Chong could sense the faceless man's deep-rooted pain, hatred, reluctance, and fury. He had to admit that all this had completely surpassed his expectations.


If one said that the Governor of Jiannan had now become a 'faceless man' who covered his face with a mask of black metal and lived only for revenge, no one would believe them. But if one thought about all that Zhang Qiantuo had experienced, this was no surprise.


Perhaps it's actually best if I leave this matter to him, Wang Chong said to himself as he gazed at the faceless man's bloodshot eyes.


Both Wang Chong and Solitary Wolf still lived in the sunlight, greatly inconvenienced by social norms and constantly having to think about the consequences of their actions. Although Solitary Wolf was a little better off than Wang Chong in this aspect, if he were exposed after anything he did, Wang Chong would be dragged in, as would the rest of the Wang Clan.


But for the faceless man, the traces of his existence had been completely obliterated. And in this basement, there was no one with more resolve and courage to investigate this matter than him.


As these thoughts flickered through his mind, Wang Chong quickly reached a decision.


"Sir, I give this black arrow to you! If you want to investigate the matter, start from this arrow."


As he spoke, he passed the broken arrow over.


"I can't promise you too much, but I can promise you one thing. In investigating the Jiange incident, you won't be alone. Starting from now, if you need anything, I can provide it to you: martial arts manuals, medicine, workers, soldiers, connections in the court or the army… I will do my utmost to support you with everything that you need.


"In this matter, the Wang Clan and I will be your strongest backer, your sturdiest pillar of support!! So if there's anything you need to do, do it with your heart at ease," Wang Chong sternly said.


"Young Master!!"


The faceless man's body began to tremble, his eyes shining with excitement. These people had enormously powerful backers and acted brashly and without fear. The faceless man had personally experienced this.


Even an imposing governor of the court was not worth their attention.


That Wang Chong was willing to invest himself in this matter was in itself the greatest support. And in truth, Wang Chong's background, the Wang Clan's influence in society, and the astounding feats Wang Chong had accomplished in the southwest made it so that he was the greatest possible support the faceless man could ever receive in the Great Tang.


This was much better than a lonely man fighting an army! And his hopes were even further bolstered!


"Thank you, Young Master!"


The faceless man's eyes were red as he got down on both knees and bowed in front of Wang Chong.


"Young Master's promise is worth one thousand ounces of gold, and this faceless man could never repay it. As long as Young Master wishes it, starting from now, this faceless man is willing to carry out any task, walking through water or fire, to dash his brains out against the ground."


A gentleman's promise was worth a thousand ounces of gold. This was an oath made by the faceless man and an oath made by Wang Chong. Starting from now, in the shadows around Wang Chong, where no one could see, a mysterious and silent faceless man had appeared, with only Wang Chong and Solitary Wolf knowing his true identity.


Rumble!


The mechanism rumbled, moving the floorboard aside. Wang Chong brought Solitary Wolf and the faceless man out of the basement.


"Young Master, this person is?"


Outside, Li Siye slightly frowned upon seeing the black-masked 'faceless man', a hint of shock appearing in his eyes.


"A faceless man," Wang Chong indifferently said. "Don't worry about it too much. Let's return."


"Hyah!"


With a shout, Wang Chong set off with Li Siye, Solitary Wolf, and the other cavalry. But midway through the journey, the faceless man disappeared. No one knew where he had gone.


Nor did anyone care.


Since not even Wang Chong had asked, the others naturally said nothing.


……


Half a month later, the army led by King Song arrived. His more than seventy thousand soldiers accompanied by a vast quantity of provisions and armaments seemed incredibly vast and majestic.


"Hahaha, where is Wang Chong? Where is Wang Chong? Quickly take this king to see him!"


As a plume of dust approached from the distance, it was already possible to hear King Song's booming laughter.


Even though more than half a month had passed since the end of the war, King Song was still in a state of extreme joy and excitement.


"Your Highness King Song, there are so many people in the southwest, and there's me and brother Gengzhi as well. Are none of us worthy of meeting Your Highness?"


Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Yan had ridden two mighty steeds down the mountain long ago to welcome King Song.


"Hahaha, the two of you are brutish men, your years added together totaling eighty or ninety! How could you be better-looking than the great victor of the southwest, the future hero and Great General! Wang Chong, where are you?"


King Song heartily laughed, not even showing courtesy in front of Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong.


"Wang Chong pays respects to King Song."


As his voice rang out in the air, Wang Chong rode up the White-hoofed Shadow from the rear.


This was not their first meeting, and the Wang Clan had always had good relations with the King Song Residence. Friends would naturally be more intimate in their meeting with each other, but for King Song to be so enthusiastic in this meeting was truly rather surprising.


"Hahaha, none of you know how many people in the court had eyes red with envy when they heard that this king would get to come first. Haha, let this king see our hero of the southwest."


As King Song spoke, he opened his arms wide and gave Wang Chong a bear hug.


On the day that King Song heard the news of the victory in the southwest, he immediately became impatient to arrive. He had marched his army of seventy thousand day and night so that he could arrive first and see the greatest contributor of the war in the southwest.


"Gengzhi, you have a good son!"


As he stepped away, he turned to Wang Yan with a beaming face.


"Your Highness flatters me. This dog son of mine is still young. For Your Highness to praise him like this is not necessarily a good thing. And in addition, the tens of thousands of soldiers and officers also made a great contribution to the war of the southwest. This was not accomplished by one person," Wang Yan sternly said.


"Hahaha, still as stubborn as ever. If he didn't construct Lion City by the Erhai, if he didn't rush to the southwest battlefield to take command, Gengzhi, with your and Xianyu Zhongtong's abilities, could this war have been won? I know that you mean him well, worried that he'll get too proud, and hope that he'll compose himself, but the Sage Emperor has already spoken. What do you have to be afraid of?


"Just based on the contributions your Wang Clan has made in the southwest alone, no one inside or outside the court, including the Yao Clan and King Qi, will be able to touch you."


King Song gave another bellow of laughter.


It was clear that King Song was particularly happy today. He rarely showed his emotions, but Wang Chong's feats in the southwest were far too incredible.


It was precisely because of Wang Chong's major victory that the Great Tang beset by enemies on all sides was able to suddenly intimidate all the foreign powers, making that perilous situation vanish into smoke.


One could easily imagine the adoration King Song felt for Wang Chong.


Wang Yan stood on the side, an embarrassed look on his face. How could he not be proud of and cherish this Qilin son of the Wang Clan? He was just worried that his son would let it all go to his head.


But even this minor concern could not be concealed from King Song.


"Hahaha, Brother Gengzhi, forget it. You're just not good at lying. Anyone with eyes can see Young Master's talent. Even His Majesty is anxious to see him. Let's not make any trouble right now."


Xianyu Zhongtong roared with laughter.
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A joyous reunion left the mind refreshed. After welcoming King Song, the party entered the tent on the summit.


"Wang Chong, when you enter the capital this time, you must be extremely careful."


In the tent, King Song, Wang Yan, Xianyu Zhongtong, Wang Chong, Wang Fu, and Sun Liuyue were seated cross-legged on the ground. King Song's smile had faded and his expression turned grave.


"With your achievements this time, King Qi is about to explode from anger. Although he can't easily touch you, that doesn't mean he'll give up. I even heard a little news that he's working with the Chamberlain of Dependencies to make trouble for you through the avenue of protocol.


"The magnitude of your achievements means that the Sage Emperor will definitely have to confer a reward to you, but if you make a ceremonial error during the audience and award ceremony, the imperial censors might use this as pretext to arrest you.


"Those imperial censors even dared to impeach the previous Prime Minister and the consorts and concubines of the palace. Although quite a few people support you in the court, the number of people who grimace at the mention of you and want to make trouble for you is also not small.


"You're still young, and if you were to give off the impression of an immature youth, it will have a massive effect on your career. It could even result in the cancellation of your reward. You absolutely can't get careless."


King Song spoke with heartfelt sincerity.


The Imperial Court was an unfathomable and constantly fluctuating place. Unlike the battlefield, the slightest error there would result in eternal damnation, no matter how great one's achievements.


The previous King Song, a descendant of the royal household and an Imperial Prince of the Great Tang, had still ended up getting shackled and thrown into jail, so how could an ordinary person escape this punishment? Wang Chong was still young, and he represented the hopes of both King Song and the Wang Clan.


As an elder, King Song did not wish for someone to use such trifling affairs to scheme against Wang Chong. This was also the reason he had rushed here to meet with Wang Chong before he returned to the capital.


"I've already had Scholar Lu find an old servant who used to work in the Chamberlain of Dependencies. He's very learned and knows a lot. When you return to the capital, find him and study for a while under him to avoid any problems."


"My deepest gratitude, King Song."


Wang Chong gave a respectful bow.


As a person who had lived twice, Wang Chong understood far more than King Song. He did not believe that the Chamberlain of Dependencies could succeed in their schemes against him. But still, King Song's earnest concern had deeply moved him.


"Hahaha, then the rest is fine. That's right, Wang Chong, when you speak to His Majesty, you must have him permit me to completely pacify the southwest. With regards to Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao, Huoshu Huicang is unharmed and Duan Gequan is still alive. If those two work together, I fear that another incident will occur in the southwest."


King Song's eyes became tinged with worry, his expression turning gloomy.


Duan Gequan and Huoshu Huicang were famed generals of the present age. Purely in terms of martial arts, King Song did not fear them, but strategy and formations were not his area of expertise. This was also why he had made this request of Wang Chong.


"Haha, Your Highness, be at ease—they won't be able to join together, nor would they be very successful. Even if they did have the mind, I would never give them a chance."


Wang Chong smiled at King Song.


"Oh?"


King Song's eyes brightened as he focused on Wang Chong.


The other people in the tent also began to react and look toward Wang Chong. There were many things waiting to be done on the southwest border. Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao remained a threat, and if Wang Chong could deal with this problem, he would be resolving everyone's concerns.


This would be yet another achievement.


"Chong-er, are you serious?" Wang Yan sternly asked.


"Heh, in the past, this wouldn't have been doable, but now King Song's seventy thousand soldiers change everything."


Wang Chong smiled and nodded, his face confident and assured.


"The greatest threat from Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao isn't their soldiers, but their alliance. In the past, I really wouldn't be able to do anything against them. Now, however, Geluofeng is still unconscious from his injuries, leaving Mengshe Zhao leaderless. Their entire society is in chaos, giving us the perfect chance to clamp down with our soldiers.


"King Song's 70,000 soldiers added to the 40,000 soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army makes for a total of 110,000 soldiers. When the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army still had 500,000 soldiers, we wouldn't have been able to deal with them, but their strength is greatly reduced, not even one-fourth of their original strength, making them no match for us.


"As long as we place our 110,000 soldiers on the shores of the Erhai, on the border of the Great Tang and Mengshe Zhao, what choice does Your Highness believe that Mengshe Zhao, vexed by problems internal and external, will make? Cede territory and pay indemnities, become a vassal of the Great Tang—this is their only choice," Wang Chong confidently declared.


"Cede territory and pay indemnities?"


The rest of the people in the tent looked in shock at Wang Chong. His proposal had caught them completely by surprise, and they had never heard of this concept of ceding land and paying indemnities.


Wang Chong chuckled, unsurprised by the reaction. Although the Great Tang was a place where power reigned supreme and was also a place that had a certain grasp of strategy and tactics, in certain aspects, it was still extremely primitive.


A single war was extremely costly, resulting in many casualties and massive consumption of provisions, armaments, and warhorses. In the end, however, the victor would only win fame while the loser would just retreat.


After a while, the loser would accumulate strength and come forward again to start another war…


This pattern would endlessly repeat. In Wang Chong's view, this was out of place with the nature of war, and did not properly compensate the victor.


War was politics by other means, but it was also for the benefit of the country. If a war consumed a great deal of resources but few benefits could be extracted from the opponent, then the war was a defeat.


Geluofeng had dared to ally with Ü-Tsang and challenge the Great Tang, so as the loser, he had to pay the price a loser had to pay. Ceding territory and paying indemnities would be the best outcome for him.


Firstly, this meant that Mengshe Zhao would forever remember this lesson. Secondly, the Great Tang could be somewhat compensated for its massive losses, perhaps even obtain more.


After remaining quiet all this time, Sun Liuyue finally spoke. "But what if Dalun Ruozan appears with the Tibetan cavalry? We're no match for them on the plains."


"Uncle Sun, you're overthinking things. Even if Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan appear with more than ten thousand cavalry and come charging down the plateau, I'm confident that I can stop them. And besides, the Tibetan cavalry now aren't the same as the ones from the past. If Dalun Ruozan appears now, he would be seeking his own death."


Wang Chong slowly began to chuckle.


Plague was still spreading across the Tibetan Plateau, leaving it bereft of any edible cows or sheep. In addition, the Tibetans had suffered terrible bouts of diarrhea after eating Mengshe Zhao rice, leaving their bodies weak and sapped of strength. If Dalun Ruozan still decided to attack the Great Tang with this sort of army, then he was truly a fool.


Wang Chong eagerly looked forward to him attacking the Great Tang.


"HAHAHA…."


The camp was filled with laughter. During the decisive battle, Wang Chong had dispatched Li Siye to destroy Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan's home base, forcing them to consume Mengshe Zhao provisions. As a result, the majority of their soldiers were weakened from the indigestion. Everyone knew this by now.


In this campaign, on a purely strategic level, Dalun Ruozan had utterly lost to Wang Chong.


"Haha, Dalun Ruozan already doesn't have the courage to appear in front of Young Master Chong."


Xianyu Zhongtong chuckled as he stroked his beard.


The people in the tent chuckled as well. Dalun Ruozan, a renowned general of the southwest, had used all the methods at his disposal but still ended up losing to Wang Chong, bolstering Wang Chong's reputation.


It would not be excessive at all to say that Wang Chong was the number one general of the southwest.


"In addition, the Tibetans only dared to descend from the east and penetrate the Great Tang's interior because they had the assistance of the Mengshe Zhao army. If they don't have Mengshe Zhao soldiers receiving them and guiding them, they wouldn't dare to come down from the plateau.


"So as long as we suppress Mengshe Zhao and make it submit, we break the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang alliance. Once the alliance is broken, even Dalun Ruozan at his boldest wouldn't dare to carelessly enter the southwest."


Wang Chong's eyes shone with a profound and all-seeing light.


The eyes of the other people in the tent gradually brightened, and upon hearing Wang Chong's final words, even Wang Yan couldn't help but nod.


King Song laughed and immediately made a decision. "Hahaha, good! Wang Yan, you truly have a good son! We'll do as you say! Speed is crucial in war, so I'll give the order today to move my seventy thousand soldiers to the Erhai. Let's see if Mengshe Zhao submits or not."


On the journey, he had been worried about how to pacify the southwest, but upon hearing Wang Chong's words, King Song felt his entire body relax. What should have been a most arduous task became exceedingly simple when Wang Chong discussed it.


Rumble! With King Song's order, the seventy thousand soldiers joined up with the forty thousand soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army and began to move like a massive war machine toward the Erhai in the south.


Mengshe Zhao's reaction was even faster than expected. Geluofeng was still in a coma, so when the 110,000 Tang soldiers appeared on the shores of the Erhai, Mengshe Zhao quickly submitted.


The war of the southwest had consumed decades of Mengshe Zhao's resources. Mengshe Zhao could not fight another battle, and not even Duan Gequan could change this fact.


As for the ceding of land and other compensation, that was another matter. By that time, Wang Chong had already begun his return journey to the capital.


……


"Wang Chong, the capital is up ahead!"


On the path, Bai Siling, mounted on a white steed, rode at Wang Chong's left, Zhao Yatong riding on Wang Chong's right. Next to them were Su Hanshan, Fang Xuanling, and the other students of Kunwu Training Camp.


After more than half a month, the party had finally returned from the southwest.


"Hahaha, look over there! The entire capital knows that we're coming back. They've hung up lanterns and streamers everywhere."


Nearby, the fully-armored Sun Zhiming extended a finger and excitedly gestured at the distant city gate.


Everyone followed Sun Zhiming's finger and saw that the capital's city gate was festooned with large red lanterns, an incredible rarity in the daytime.


And if one looked past the city gate, one would see red streams of light leaking out from the city. The strength of this light was a testament to the number of lanterns in the city.


"Hah, Young Master accomplished such a feat in the south and is now making his triumphant return. Probably half the city already knows. It's only right that they've put up the red lanterns to celebrate," Xu Gan said with a faint smile.
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"Young Master Wang Chong has come back!"


As Xu Gan was speaking, a loud and sharp shout came from the distance. A sharp-eyed figure on the city gate had noticed Wang Chong's group and immediately begun to shout.


Boom!


The quiet capital was suddenly filled with shrieks of delight.


"Young Master Chong is back!"


"Light the firecrackers!"


"Everyone, let's greet him at the city gate!"


"The young hero of the south has returned!"


"Brother Chong is mine! Don't fight over him with me!"


……


The entire capital was astir, the sounds of firecrackers filling the air. As if this was some sort of signal, countless people began to surge out of the city gate, all their faces flushed with excitement.


"Wang Chong!"


"Wang Chong!"


"Wang Chong!"


……


The cheers for Wang Chong echoed to the heavens, mixed in with the ecstatic screams of young women. Let alone Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong, even Wang Chong was left wide-eyed.


"You can't see it? You have quite a lot of girls that like you!"


An icy and bitter voice came from behind Wang Chong. Huang Qian-er, her massive sword slung on her back, was giving him a cold glare.


"Heheh, I didn't expect to be this welcomed," Wang Chong said.


These words elicited a cold snort from all three girls at his side.


Although they always maintained a distance that was neither close to nor far from Wang Chong, not knowing whether they counted as friends or more than that, there was one thing that all three agreed on: Wang Chong was their own exclusive property.


The trio would permit any of their group to get close to Wang Chong, but any other girl was forbidden.


Wang Chong gave an awkward laugh and quickly fell silent.


"Young Master, over here!"


A familiar voice attracted Wang Chong's attention. Turning his head, he saw two figures riding horses toward him.


"Brother Guo, Brother Chai! Why did you come?"


Wang Chong's eyes brightened in surprise as he turned his horse in the direction of the newcomers. These two were his friends from Kunwu Training Camp, Guo Feng and Chai Zhiyi.


The Guo Clan and the Chai Clan were founding families of the Great Tang and wielded incredible authority. Guo Feng and Chai Zhiyi, as heirs to their clans, were not people that ordinary people could even hope to meet, much less be welcomed by.


Wang Chong hadn't expected them to be waiting for him at the city gate.


"Hahaha, we heard that Young Master Chong was returning to the capital. Brother Chai and I were waiting here for a while."


Guo Feng clasped his hands and smiled.


"The great feat Young Master accomplished in the southwest has made countless people anxious to meet Young Master Chong. We wanted to be first, so we waited at the city gate," Chai Zhiyi added with a smile.


"Worthy brothers, you're too polite."


Wang Chong clasped his hands in greeting. He had originally believed that this pair were being polite, but he quickly realized that they hadn't been exaggerating.


"Young Master Wang! Young Master Wang, over here!"


A burst of shouts rang out in the air as the crowd around the city gate became restless. By the time Wang Chong had turned his head, a massive crowd had surged out. The Zhang Clan, the Lu Clan, the Huang Clan, and the Cheng Clan had all come out.


Before Wang Chong could come to his senses, there was another burst of shouts.


"Young Master Chong is back! Young Master Chong is back!"


Following behind the four sword-smithing clans were the countless people from the capital's great clans. Wang Chong was very unfamiliar with most of these people, but when he saw the emblems on their clothes, he immediately recognized them…


These people were from the clans who had exchanged their clan experts for Wootz Steel swords.


It appeared that even these clans had come to celebrate the victory in the southwest.


"Young Master Chong, our clan head has invited you. We hope that Young Master Chong can pay a visit to our estate."


"Young Master Chong, this is a small courtesy from our clan. We hope that Young Master accepts it."


"Young Master must be tired from your travels and require rest. This is our clan head's invitation. Whenever it conveniences Young Master, please come and have a chat at the Bi Residence. Our clan head will definitely welcome you."


"Young Master Chong, we are the capital's Wei Clan. Does Young Master still require any guards? We brought over ten-some people this time. If Young Master likes them, please, take them. Young Master has accomplished so much for the Great Tang, so take this as a small gift from the clan head."


"There's us as well! Us too!"


……


Countless clan heads, their heirs, or their stewards gathered around Wang Chong, gifting him treasures or powerful guards, and some of the clans had even brought their daughters from the main line, hoping to match them with Wang Chong and unite in marriage with the Wang Clan.


Even though Wang Chong had experienced the war in the southwest, defeating foes like Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang and tempering a formidable heart, when he saw those gorgeous daughters raising the curtains and descending from their carriages, he couldn't help but blush.


Behind Wang Chong, Bai Siling, Huang Qian-er, and Zhao Yatong had frigid expressions, their eyes spitting flames as they viciously glared at the clan heads who had brought their daughters.


Rumble!


When the crowd was at its most excited, the earth rumbled as two fully-armored and armed units of cavalry charged out of the gate. Following behind these cavalry were numerous bodyguards and finally, several luxurious and dignified carriages of bronze.


Even though no one could see inside, an aura as majestic as a mountain was emerging from one of the carriages, spreading in every direction.


Everyone who felt this aura trembled in fear and scattered like mice encountering a cat, subconsciously yielding the path.


"Ah! The Bureau of Military Personnel!"


Upon seeing the leading bronze carriage, the emblem stamped on it and the flag snapping in the wind, even the clan heads began to pale and give way.


In the entire capital, in all of the Great Tang, only one person dared to use this emblem and wave this flag.


That person's identity and status was not something that any of these clan heads, elders, or scions could provoke.


Boom!


With a massive bang, the two valiant groups of cavalry suddenly spread apart, surrounding Wang Chong and his party.


"Who is it?!"


Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong paled at this sight, immediately riding their horses forward.


"Wait a moment!"


Wang Chong opened his arms wide to stop them. The emblem on this carriage hadn't been in this capital for long, and not many people recognized it. But Wang Chong had seen it before in the southwest.


Bang!


As he was thinking, the door to the carriage opened, and a luxurious blue boot, steeped in authority, extended out of the carriage. Dressed in the red robe of an official of the first rank, adorned with a jade python belt, Zhangchou Jianqiong emerged. His energy, as vast as the mountains and seas, immediately caused everyone to bow.


The Tiger of the Empire!


Putting aside his esteemed rank of Minister of War, the person before Wang Chong still held the influential status of Imperial Great General. In the southwest war, Zhangchou Jianqiong's Annan Protectorate army had lost more than one thousand soldiers, putting the southwest in peril.


In the capital, everyone knew that the moment the southwest was lost would be the moment that the new Minister of War would be forced to resign. If he had not been so anxious for authority and left the southwest without permission, giving the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang alliance the chance to strike, the southwest would have never ended up in such a state.


Moreover, the new Annan Protector-General Xianyu Zhongtong had been recommended by him!


But, unforeseen by anyone, Wang Chong's intervention in the southwest war had averted catastrophe and even turned defeat into victory. Four hundred thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had been defeated, and a major victory had been achieved in the southwest!


Xianyu Zhongtong and the 180,000 soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army were now not only faultless, they had also achieved great deeds. As a result, Zhangchou Jianqiong was now regarded as having managed the army correctly and having a good eye for people. The Sage Emperor had commended him, and his new position as Minister of War was now as sturdy as stone.


No one could have foreseen this.


Just seeing Zhangchou Jianqiong's ruddy complexion as he stepped out of the carriage was enough to recognize that he was currently flushed with success, celebrating the fulfillment of his dream.


"Young Master Chong!"


Zhangchou Jianqiong swept his eyes around as he stepped out of the carriage. Before Wang Chong could come forward, he took the initiative and walked over. With a solemn expression, he gave Wang Chong an extremely deep and respectful bow.


"Zhangchou has awaited your noble presence for a long time. Please, accept this bow!"


"Whooah!"


The crowd immediately began to chatter upon seeing Zhangchou Jianqiong bow to Wang Chong. No one could have imagined that Zhangchou Jianqiong, the Minister of War, would bow to Wang Chong in front of so many people.


Even Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong were caught by surprise. They hurriedly dismounted and stood on the sides of the road.


Zhangchou Jianqiong was the Minister of War, the Tiger of the Empire, one of the Great Tang's few Great Generals, and a first-ranked official of the Imperial Court. Regardless of his connection to the southwest rebellion, he still carried a most esteemed status.


Purely in terms of strength, Zhangchou Jianqiong was no less than Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, or Duan Gequan. Moreover, he now had his status as Minister of War, making him a true dignitary of the Great Tang Empire. This was not someone that any clan present could provoke.


Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong were both from extremely old and storied clans, but they still did not dare to act rashly in front of Zhangchou Jianqiong.


On this occasion, Zhangchou Jianqiong had clearly come to meet Wang Chong. No one except Wang Chong was allowed to accept this bow.


"Lord Minister is too polite. Wang Chong cannot accept this!"


Wang Chong was also stunned. He had also not expected Zhangchou Jianqiong to give him such a deep bow in front of so many people. He hastily stepped forward to help Zhangchou Jianqiong stand up.


"In the war of the southwest, Young Master has served the Great Tang, worked for the benefit of the state and common people, and is the savior of my Annan Protectorate army. It is not at all excessive to accept this bow from Zhangchou Jianqiong!" Zhangchou Jianqiong solemnly declared, his every word spoken from the heart.
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If not for Wang Chong, the Annan Protectorate army would have been completely wiped out in the war of the southwest, the Annan Protectorate would have been dissolved, and Zhangchou Jianqiong's foundation in the court would have vanished without a trace.


Not only that, if the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang alliance occupied the southwest, as the one whose primary duty it had been to oversee the southwest, he would bear the bulk of the blame. Even though he had already entered the court, relinquishing his management of the Annan Protectorate to become Minister of War, he would still not be able to escape the fate of his rank being stripped.


There was even a possibility of him being seized and thrown into prison.


The occupation of the southwest was a matter so grave that no minor official or functionary could bear the blame!


It was not one bit excessive to say that Wang Chong had given Zhangchou Jianqiong and the Annan Protectorate army a new lease on life.


"Young Master, Zhangchou has prepared a banquet in his residence. Would Young Master like to accompany this lowly one and allow Zhangchou to welcome Young Master from his travels?"


Zhangchou Jianqiong spoke with incredible meekness and courtesy.


Unless one had personally witnessed it, no one would believe that the grand Minister of War, a first-rank official of the Imperial Court, would bow his head so low to a mere teenager. But as long as one understood the magnitude of Wang Chong's feat in the southwest, they would not think it overboard in the slightest.


"Very well! I will trouble Milord to lead the way!"


Wang Chong smiled and immediately agreed. Zhangchou Jianqiong was the Minister of War and had personally come to greet him at the gate. His good intentions and courtesy were on full display, so it could never be right to refuse him.


"Siling, Yatong, Huang Qian-er, and my good friends, go back first. I will accompany Lord Zhangchou to the minister's residence."


"Yes, Young Master!"


Bai Siling, Zhao Yatong, Huang Qian-er, and the others all nodded in agreement.


"Young Master can do as he pleases. We'll come and arrange a meeting with you later."


Even Guo Feng and Chai Zhiyi stepped to the side at this time. The Great Tang Empire's Minister of War supervised the movements of all the soldiers in the empire. Although he couldn't be said to have complete say over the entire system, his power was very significant and very real.


Perhaps the heads of the Guo Clan or the Chai Clan might have been able to exchange a few words with a figure of this level, but Guo Feng and Chai Zhiyi were bereft of such qualifications.


"Young Master Chong, please!"


Zhangchou Jianqiong stood at the side of the carriage and opened the door, inviting Wang Chong inside. The surrounding crowd had envious looks, and even Guo Feng and Chai Zhiyi were no exception.


The Tiger of the Empire, the Minister of War, was standing by the carriage and personally opening the door for him. In the entire capital, across all the younger generation, probably only Wang Chong could receive such a treatment.


None of the great clans, not even the nobility, could obtain this sort of treatment!


Rumble! The carriage began to move, passing through the city gate and on to the Minister of War's Residence. The people of the capital, who had already heard the news, lined the roads as the carriage passed, filling the air with their thunderous cheers.


"Wang Chong! Wang Chong! Wang Chong!"


"Wang Chong! Wang Chong! Wang Chong!"


"Wang Chong! Wang Chong! Wang Chong!"


……


From its founding year to now, the capital had never been this lively. Countless people excitedly lined the streets, their faces flushed as they cheered, their voices shaking the heavens. Meanwhile, the bursting of firecrackers almost saturated the air with sound.


In the history of the Great Tang, besides when Great Tang War God Wang Zhongsi broke through the Tibetan lines in Longxi and assaulted the plateau in the twenty-third year of the Sage Emperor's reign, no one had ever been so welcomed and cheered on by the people of the capital.


This was nothing less than a hero's welcome!


"Young Master Chong, with this war over, the Wang Clan will enjoy endless glory and fortune!"


Zhangchou Jianqiong lightly pushed open the window, looking out at the sea of cheering people for a moment.


"I hear that the Bureau of Rites is already discussing the question of your reward, and the Imperial Court has already brought up the matter as well. Once it is decided, His Majesty will immediately summon you into the palace and formally bestow it to you. Young Master's record in the southwest is as resplendent as the heavens. Starting from now, you will rapidly advance, and your prospects will be limitless."


As he spoke, Zhangchou Jianqiong maintained an extremely humble voice and expression, without the slightest hint of envy.


Wang Chong currently had no official rank, not even a minor one. But all the nobles of the capital knew that he had managed to defeat Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, and Duan Gequan by expending his own wealth to hire subordinates. His meritorious deeds had made his future prospects boundless.


In the capital, there was already even talk of 'The Great Tang's Eighth Great General'!


Purely with regards to the art of war, even Zhangchou Jianqiong had to admit that Wang Chong was already at a level where he could stand shoulder to shoulder with the other Great Generals of the world, or perhaps even surpass them.


To have such achievements at only seventeen… Not even Zhangchou Jianqiong could predict how far he could go.


This was the deeper reason for Zhangchou Jianqiong's personally welcoming him at the gate and acting so humbly.


However, at this moment, Wang Chong had no idea of Zhangchou Jianqiong's inner thoughts.


"Milord is too polite."


Wang Chong returned the courtesy. He was neither arrogant in victory nor discouraged by failure.


The carriage rumbled along, quickly reaching Zhangchou Jianqiong's ministerial residence.


Zhangchou Jianqiong had prepared a welcoming banquet for Wang Chong, vast and grandiose. There were grapes, guavas, and dates from the Western Regions; bananas, pineapples, and coconuts from Jiaozhi; sea cucumber, urchins, shark fin, and whale flesh from Goguryeo… All sorts of precious and enticing delicacies were laid out.


In the intervals between courses, there were gorgeous dancers from the Western Regions, the Abbasid Caliphate, and Charax Spasinu to provide entertainment, filling the venue with their romantic and alluring aura.


This welcoming banquet went on into the night. Zhangchou Jianqiong toasted Wang Chong constantly, fully intending to get Wang Chong so drunk that he would have to spend the night at the Minister of War's Residence.


As his intoxication reached its peak, Zhangchou Jianqiong suddenly raised his bronze cup and sat upright as he solemnly declared, "Young Master Chong, my gratitude for the southwest matter is beyond words. If there's anything that you need in the capital, you only need to ask! Zhangchou will go through water and tread on fire to carry it out!"


This was the first time since Wang Chong had entered the capital that Zhangchou Jianqiong had revealed such a solemn and stern expression.


Wang Chong was looking in a daze at Zhangchou Jianqiong when he suddenly understood something. "Haha, my deepest gratitude, Milord. A toast!" He raised his own cup and clinked it against Zhangchou Jianqiong's.


A voice suddenly rang out in his mind. "Congratulations to user for obtaining 'Great General's Recognition' (1)! You have been rewarded with 50 points of Destiny Energy! User's potential has been improved by 1."


"Mm?"


A hint of surprise flashed through Wang Chong's eyes as he listened to the Stone of Destiny. This was the first time he had learned that there was such a thing as 'Great General's Recognition'.


The number of Great Generals in the world could be counted on one's fingers, and to obtain their recognition was no easy task.


In the Regional Commanders incident, Zhangchou Jianqiong had also sent a memorial in support of him, but Wang Chong had not obtained any Great General's Recognition then.


Now, however, in this banquet held by Zhangchou Jianqiong in the Minister of War's Residence, he had obtained this 'Great General's Recognition' mentioned by the Stone of Destiny.


Interesting.


Wang Chong faintly smiled. Given the current amount of Destiny Energy he had, fifty points wasn't very much. He was more interested in the 'increase in potential'.


I wonder what sort of use increasing potential by 1 has?


Wang Chong had had the Stone of Destiny for more than a year, but he had never seen such a strange reward, nor did he know what sort of purpose this sort of potential had.


However, even though he didn't sense any obvious increase in strength, Wang Chong could determine that this was a reward that involved increasing a warrior's strength.


By the time he came out of Zhangchou Jianqiong's residence, it was very late. Li Siye was waiting outside the gate for him.


"Young Master, how is it?"


Seeing Wang Chong come out, Li Siye hurriedly walked forward with concern, a fox-fur cape in hand.


"There's no need for that."


Wang Chong smiled and pushed away the fox-fur cape.


When he had come out of the gate, he had still been drunk, his feet unsteady. But in the blink of an eye, his entire body seemed to change, the drunken vapors transforming into white steam and pluming out from the top of his head.


The current Wang Chong was not one bit intoxicated.


As his martial arts improved, Wang Chong could use more and more skills. Forcing the alcohol out of his body was just a trifling art.


"Return to the residence first. You don't need to wait for me. I'll come back on my own in a little while," Wang Chong said.


"But, Young Master…"


"It's nothing. And besides, Siye, you saw what I did in the war of the southwest. Do you still think that anyone can wound me?"


Wang Chong glanced at Li Siye and smiled faintly.


Li Siye hesitated for a moment. Although he was still worried, when he sensed that volcanic strength that seemed ready to explode out of Wang Chong's body, he instantly fell quiet.


"Yes, Young Master."


Li Siye turned around, his giant figure vanishing into the darkness.


Wang Chong boarded a bronze carriage that his family had dispatched and parked on a nearby street. "To the western part of the city."


After seating himself in the carriage, he took a white chess piece from his sleeve.


This appeared to be an extremely ordinary chess piece, but just a moment ago, Wang Chong had felt a pulse of energy from it. In the entire capital, only one person could produce this sort of pulse from this chess piece.


"Senior…"


As Wang Chong raised his head and looked forward, complex emotions flickered through his eyes.


"Stop here. You don't need to worry about me for now."


After a while, Wang Chong had the carriage stop at a place near the Ghost Tree District. After exchanging a few words with the driver, he walked out of the carriage.


"I haven't been here for a while."


Wang Chong inhaled, a nostalgic feeling washing over him as he looked at the walls, roofs, trees, and the thick darkness shrouding them.


Upon careful thought, he realized that it had been more than half a year since he had visited. In Wang Chong's mind, this place represented one person, a person with a unique significance for the Great Tang.


Whoosh!


With a flick of his sleeve, Wang Chong began to stride toward the plaza of Ghost Tree District. The usually-packed plaza was now quiet and deserted, the surroundings almost frighteningly peaceful.


Wang Chong walked with familiarity toward that place in his memories. After taking a turn, he saw that massive tree in the distance, appearing like some prehistoric giant in the darkness, its claws unfurled in savagery.


The base of the tree was illuminated by the orange glow of a lantern. Two people, one old and one young, were sitting in the shadows, a chessboard placed in front of them.


There were no pieces on the board, but there were two jars stuffed with pieces sitting beside it.


The old man and the child had apparently been waiting for a very long time.
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"Senior!"


At the sight of that familiar figure, Wang Chong walked over and gave the old man a deep bow, his expression earnest and respectful.


If the people in the capital knew that the hero of the Great Tang who had achieved such a major victory in the southwest was actually showing so much respect to an old man, they definitely wouldn't believe it.


But Wang Chong was well aware that the old man before him could receive a deep bow from any sort of person.


This man was Su Zhengchen, the Great Tang War God, already a legendary existence in Taizong's era. Even renowned generals like Wang Zhongsi and Zhang Shougui would appear drab in the light of his achievements.


"You're here."


Su Zhengchen's voice was very soft, like a regular old man's. No one could have ever believed that he was the Great Tang War God whose name could shake the world.


"Sit."


Su Zhengchen did not raise his head as he gestured at the seat on the other side of the chessboard.


"Heheheh, Martial Brother."


An adorable face popped out from under Su Zhengchen's arm, his eyes as bright as lanterns and appearing very strange. It was Su Zhengchen's frequent companion, 'Little Jianjian'.


"Little rascal."


Wang Chong chuckled and gently stroked the child's short hair.


Little Jianjian suppressed his voice and whispered, "Martial Brother, let me tell you, when Master found out you were coming back, he waited for you a long time."


"Enough chatter!"


Without raising his head, Su Zhengchen extended a finger and rapped it against Little Jianjian's head.


"No fun—Master is angry."


Little Jianjian stuck out his tongue and quickly withdrew his head.


Wang Chong glanced at Su Zhengchen thoughtfully, but he quickly sat himself across from Su Zhengchen.


"Play a round with me."


Su Zhengchen finally raised his head and pointed at the jar of pieces across from him. In the orange lantern light, the expression on his face was flickering and ever-changing.


"Yes, Senior."


Wang Chong smiled and took up the jar of pieces. But when he noticed the pieces inside, he momentarily froze. In the past, when Wang Chong played with Su Zhengchen, Su Zhengchen had always played white, Wang Chong black. White went first.


This time, however, Su Zhengchen had given him the jar of white pieces.


"In the past, you were only intelligent in small ways, so I had you play black. But now, you are worthy of playing white."


Su Zhengchen's voice lightly drifted on the air.


In an instant, Wang Chong seemed to understand something. Though the night was chilly, Wang Chong felt a current of warmth moving through his chest.


Although Su Zhengchen had not said anything explicit, there was no doubt that he was using this method to display his acknowledgment. Wang Chong had never felt this feeling before.


"Let's begin."


Before Wang Chong could say anything, Su Zhengchen had already grasped his first piece.




"Yes."


Wang Chong gave a calm smile and played the first white piece.


The game lasted throughout the night, until the light of dawn became visible in the east. In the end, the lantern next to Su Zhengchen seemed on the verge of sputtering out.


"It's enough. I've lost."


In the final moment, Su Zhengchen conceded, unquestionably defeated. Even so, Su Zhengchen seemed not one bit downcast. On the contrary, he was abnormally happy, as if he had been the winner.


"A minister does not lust for wealth and a general does not fear death. This is the path upon which a country must embark for continued prosperity. Chong-er, in this southwestern war, you performed rather well. You did not shame the Great Tang!"


As Su Zhengchen spoke, he stood up and gave Wang Chong a gratified look.


"Yes, Senior."


Wang Chong lowered his head, his heart moved. Su Zhengchen was a man of few words, but these were enough to convey his deep recognition. Su Zhengchen rarely participated in politics, much less involved himself in the matters on the border or the rest of the empire. The number of people who could receive this sort of recognition from him could probably be counted on one hand.


For the sake of this scant praise, countless people would be willing to fight until blood flowed down from their heads, paying almost any price.


"Do you still have the white stone that I gave you last time?" Su Zhengchen suddenly asked.


"It's here."


Wang Chong hurriedly took the white piece from his bosom.


"Give it to me."


Su Zhengchen took the white piece from Wang Chong's hand, gave it a light flick, and returned it.


While Wang Chong was inspecting the white piece in his hand, a voice rang out in his ears. "The blood energy in your body is too fierce, and even I can do nothing about this kind of bloodline problem. I can only help you temporarily suppress it and protect your meridians and dantian. For the rest, you'll have to depend on yourself."


Before Wang Chong could react, there was a thump. Wang Chong's right shoulder went slightly numb as a palm lightly slapped it. This lasted only for a second, and the palm quickly retreated. But in this brief moment, a majestic sword qi, powerful beyond imagination, flooded into Wang Chong's body.


Unlike the sword qi that Wang Chong had sensed before, though this sword qi was powerful and sharp, it also contained a vigorous vitality.


The moment this sword qi entered Wang Chong's body, it immediately scattered into a thousand pieces, spreading over Wang Chong's meridians and dantian.


"Jian-er, the sun's coming up. Let's go."


As this voice rang out in his ear, Wang Chong raised his head. He saw that figure's sleeves fluttering in the wind as it led that child of seven or eight away.


"Senior, when can we meet again?" Wang Chong blurted out.


"When the time is right, we will meet again!"


Su Zhengchen's voice drifted along the wind as the pair, one old and one young, swiftly vanished into the waning darkness.


An inexplicable feeling surged up in Wang Chong's mind as he watched the pair depart. He knew that with this departure, this pair would once more enter that silent estate, cut off from the outside world.


He had no idea how long he would have to wait until he met them again.


After composing himself, Wang Chong quickly set off for his home. He paid respects to his mother, then quickly went to bed. In the war of the southwest, he had barely rested. Now that he had returned to the capital, he could finally get a good rest.


……


While Wang Chong was having a good rest at home, the Imperial Palace was experiencing utter mayhem. The Sage Emperor's decree had arrived, ordering the Bureau of Rites, the other Six Bureaus, and the nobles of the court to discuss the rewards for the generals of the southwest.


There was no problem with the rewards for any of the other generals, whether it was Xianyu Zhongtong, Wang Yan, or Wang Fu. Only with Wang Chong's reward did problems arise.


"This defies protocol! The youngest son of the Wang Clan, Wang Chong, doesn't have any sort of rank or title. How can he be rewarded?"


"That's right! Although he was born from a clan of ministers and generals, he's still just an ordinary civilian. He isn't even on the register for the Annan Protectorate army. How can we reward him?"


……


In the court, several officials from the Bureau of Rites and the Chamberlain of Dependencies were voicing their objections, several imperial censors adding their agreement.


"The country has its laws and the clans have their regulations. Even if we want to reward Wang Chong, we must do so according to the rules of the court. Nothing can be accomplished without rules or standards, and must we break them for a single person?"


Imperial Censor Duan Qian, a cold expression on his face, stood next to a coiling dragon pillar, appearing ready to fight with the rest of the world.


He had no grudge with Wang Chong, but the Imperial Court bestowing a large reward on Wang Chong would disrupt the laws of the court. As an imperial censor, he had no fear of authorities and would defend the rules of the court to the death. Whether it was the sovereign above or the people below, anyone who defied the laws of the court would be censured, a fight that the censors had sworn to carry out until the very end.


Never in all of the Great Tang's history was there precedent for richly rewarding an ordinary civilian.


Nearby, King Qi watched the proceedings with a cold eye while inwardly rejoicing.


He had already stood out too much in the war of the southwest, making it inappropriate for him to make any further fuss. Thus, he had communicated with people in the Chamberlain of Dependencies and the Bureau of Rites and found a few obstinately conservative imperial censors so that he could suppress the dazzling Qilin son of the Wang Clan.


The entire Wang lineage, whether it was Wang Gen, Wang Yan, Wang Fu, or anyone else, had limited potential in King Qi's eyes.


If they had truly been that formidable, they would have long ago been conferred a noble title. The only exception was Wang Chong, who he now viewed as a massive threat.


At only seventeen, he had defeated Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang. King Qi could already smell the stench of Duke Jiu.


When Duke Jiu held power, King Qi's lineage was suppressed into the ground. No matter what, King Qi could not allow yet another formidable opponent to appear in the court.


The fact that Wang Chong had no rank or station in the army was his greatest weakness. According to the rules of the court, since Wang Chong had no station in the army, it wasn't possible to record his achievements on the battlefield.


Even though Wang Chong accomplished so much in the southwest, he could not receive credit for it.


"Hmph, then based on Imperial Censor Duan's reasoning, after all of Wang Chong's accomplishments, shouldn't we be charging him with the crime of privately raising soldiers, forging weapons, and disturbing the chain of command on the battlefield?"


A strange voice suddenly rose. Before anyone could speak, another imperial censor walked in front of Imperial Censor Duan, his voice filled with scorn.


"Imperial Censor Yang!"


Upon hearing that imperial censor speak, Duan Qian paled. The grizzled imperial censor jeering at him was unexpectedly his former superior, Yang Wei.


He might have been able to disregard rebukes from others, but this was a fellow imperial censor, and one who had once been his boss.


Duan Qian's face went red for a moment, but he quickly regained his composure.


Duan Qian straightened himself and asked, "Why not?" The Imperial Court had its laws, and if these laws were broken, what could his superior do to change that?


"Hmph, so you mean that we should seize Wang Chong and jail him, and then you will personally lead the army to defeat Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, Duan Gequan, and all those other ambitious foreign kings for the sake of the Great Tang, protecting its citizens?"


A voice suddenly came from behind him. Before Duan Qian could react, a shriveled hand reached out, grabbed his ear, and began to sharply pull and twist it.


"Owowow!" The upright Duan Qian immediately began to yowl in pain, but what shocked him even more was the identity of the person pinching his ear.
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"Third Uncle, Third Uncle!!"


Upon seeing the person behind him, Duan Qian's eyes flew open, his face contorting in shock.


"Imperial Censor Duan!"


"Deputy Imperial Censor1 Duan!"




……


As they saw the graying imperial censor who had walked in, the people on the sides turned solemn and began to bow. This graying and thin man, energetic despite his age, was none other than Deputy Imperial Censor Duan Cao.


However, Duan Qian had a completely different feeling.


Imperial Censor Duan Cao was not merely a prestigious figure of the Great Tang renowned for his moral rectitude, he was also the head of the Duan Clan. Moreover, he had always been an upright and outspoken individual, never fearing backlash from the officials or nobles. He had been this way since the last government; the previous Emperor, the nobles, and the officials down to the most minor functionary had all suffered his censure.


Even Wang Chong's grandfather, the prestigious Duke Jiu, had been the target of his criticisms.


The current status of the Great Tang's imperial censors was inextricably linked to Duan Cao.


It was also because of him that the Duan Clan was hailed as a clan of imperial censors.


It had been out of admiration for this third uncle that Duan Qian had chosen to enter politics and become an imperial censor. From a certain perspective, Duan Cao was also his teacher. Duan Cao had taught him everything he knew about the laws of the court.


Duan Cao had been conferred a token by the previous Emperor that allowed him to enter the court whenever he pleased. Only this Deputy Imperial Censor possessed this right.


"Little brat, I knew that you would end up being used. You only learned a little about how to be an imperial censor before you began to show off. I said a long time ago that your learning was shallow and wouldn't be of much use. This time, when Young Master Wang Chong achieved such incredible merits in the southwest and His Majesty wanted to reward him, I just knew that you would be used by others, and what do I see!"


Duan Cao's rage was on full display, his fingers pinching hard on Duan Qian's ears, causing yelps of pain to issue from Duan Qian's mouth. However, the most humiliating thing to Duan Qian was that everyone was watching. His entire neck went red from the shame.


But even so, Duan Qian did not strike back. Elders needed to be respected. Such was the etiquette of the Great Tang, so no matter how dissatisfied Duan Qian was, he did not resist. Otherwise, if he disrespected his elders, he could put aside any thought of remaining in the court.


"Old censor, let him go, let him go!"


"If you continue to twist, Imperial Censor Duan's ear might be pulled off."


"Hmph, let him continue. We can't teach him, but the old censor might!"


……


The court was in chaos. There were some in favor of having the old censor let go while there were others in favor of coldly watching on. The Imperial Court had its laws, and though they could not do anything about Duan Qian's dogged pursuit of Wang Chong, Duan Cao could.


Duan Cao was both old and respected, and no one could object to him disciplining his successor.


"Duan Cao, what are you doing? This is the Imperial Court. Have you really come to treat this place as your Duan Clan's ancestral hall? What's your purpose here by making such a racket?"


The ashen-faced King Qi could finally no longer keep watching Duan Qian being abused.


"That's right!"


Hearing King Qi's words, Duan Qian remembered where he was and broke free of Duan Cao's hands, his face red as he argued, "Third Uncle, the Imperial Court has its laws. As imperial censors, we should uphold these laws. Laws do not tolerate personal feelings. The Son of Heaven will be punished for his crimes in the same way as the common people. Whether it is the sovereign above or the people below, anyone who defies the laws of the court should be pointed out and their wrongs redressed. Isn't this what Third Uncle taught me?"


Duan Qian looked straight at his third uncle, his gaze firm and unyielding.


Imperial censors were resolute, and not even his third uncle could make him yield.


Slap!


Before Duan Qian could continue, the old censor gave him a hefty slap.


"Old censor!"


"Old censor!"


……


Cries of alarm came from all around, even from the ministers who supported Wang Chong's side in this debate. Wang Chong's big uncle, Wang Gen, who had remained on the sidelines so as to not appear biased, also raised his head in surprise. No one had expected the old censor to take such strong action.


"Third Uncle!"


Duan Qian's face turned red as he held his swollen cheek. He was utterly stupefied, disbelief covering his face.


"Duan Cao, you old boor, you think that with your age and the iron ticket that the previous Emperor conferred on you, you can do as you please in the court? Someone, come and take him away!"


King Qi was fuming.


It had taken him no small effort to finally convince Duan Qian to speak on his behalf. He could not permit Duan Cao to ruin his plans.


"Hmph, Your Highness King Qi, if a child of the Duan Clan won't listen, is it wrong for me to discipline someone of my own clan? As an elder, I have a duty to teach. Not even the Sage Emperor would refuse me on this. Does Your Highness King Qi have an objection?"


Even when facing a member of the imperial household, Duan Cao was fearless. He had even censured the previous Emperor of the Great Tang, so why would he care about some trifling King Qi?


"You!"


King Qi was furious, yet he could do nothing.


Ignoring King Qi, Duan Cao turned back to the stunned Duan Qian. "Do you know why I hit you?


"I said back then that you only had a superficial knowledge of the path of the imperial censor, barely knowing anything worth knowing. But you didn't believe me, didn't listen to my advice, and insisted on entering the court. Now, let me ask you: why must we censure all the officials and nobles of the court, His Majesty included?"


"To protect the laws of the Imperial Court!"


Duan Qian was still gripping his cheek, but his answer came quickly.


"I only give you three points for this answer. The nobles and officials all wield great power. Their every action is watched by countless people. Any random decision from them can leave countless people starving and homeless. Such great influence means that we must keep a close eye on them. The moment they step out of line, we censure them.


"And if His Majesty, the Son of Heaven, is out of line, we must promptly advise him and help His Majesty become a wise Son of Heaven. Upholding the laws of the court is only secondary. Ensuring the correctness of the world and maintaining the prosperity of the country is our true duty as imperial censors!!


"If you do not understand this principle, then you will forever be only capable of scraping the surface of what it means to be an imperial censor!


"That youngest son of the Wang Clan has no rank or title. According to the rules of the Imperial Court, it is simply impossible to promote him. When I heard at home that the court was discussing this matter, I just knew that this matter would become the weakness that people in the court would exploit. And given your stubborn pedantry, I just knew that someone would use you.


"The way of the imperial censor rests in redressing the wrongs against the state. Censuring the youngest son of the Wang Clan provides no benefits to the country. In contrast, recommending that child is of benefit to the court, the state, and the Great Tang, so why should we be restricted by the laws of the court?


"In the final years of the Sui when all the powers were fighting for the throne, why was it that the Great Tang's Gaozu was able to rise above the rest? Why was His Majesty the Sage Emperor able to drive off all the foreign kingdoms attacking from all sides? Was it not because they appointed people based on their merit and deeds?"


These words from the Deputy Imperial Censor were like thunder in the ears, striking everyone in the hall dumb. Even the stubborn Duan Qian was left speechless, his mouth agape.


The duty of the imperial censor was to maintain the laws of the Imperial Court. This was a concept that had been engraved into his mind.


But Duan Cao's words had completely overturned Duan Qian's convictions!


The old censor's eyes were currently cold, and he no longer paid any attention to his stunned descendant.


"I don't care what the rest of you think about this child. I, Duan Cao, will simply state that the Imperial Court must reward any merit. That child has achieved so much that no one should think about using schemes to strip him of his rewards… I wholeheartedly recommend this child of the Wang Clan! Even if no one else supports him, even if all of you oppose, I will definitely support him!!"


His last words were bellowed out, the rage clear in his voice.


He didn't care about ordinary court debates or factional disputes, but that child had expended his entire fortune, had made such a great contribution. If the fact that he had no official rank were used to create trouble for him, wouldn't that bitterly disappoint the people of the world, the people of the southwest?


He had been an imperial censor for too long for anyone to throw sand in his eyes. Anyone who dared to try and play tricks in this matter was someone he would not let pass.


"All of you are valued ministers of the Imperial Court. At a time like this, I trust that none of you are influenced by selfish motives to make trouble for that child. King Qi, what say you?"


The old censor suddenly turned to King Qi.


While King Qi was normally brash and arrogant, the old censor's menacing and unyielding eyes caused his resolve to waver. He subconsciously turned his head, not daring to meet the censor's gaze.


"Lord Zhao?


"Lord Sun?


"Lord Li?"


……


The old censor's gaze began to sweep over the gathered ministers, but not a single one of them dared to meet his gaze. A few people who had originally objected to rewarding Wang Chong began to mumble, averting their gazes as they inadvertently grunted their approval.


"I request His Majesty's divine judgment!"


Only after the old censor had swept his gaze over the officials from the Bureau of Rites did he finally turn around. His expression solemn, he turned toward that figure behind the curtain, deep within the hall, and gave a reverential bow.


"I request His Majesty's divine judgment!"


At this moment, all the officials lowered their heads. Even King Qi and Yao Guangyi had to bow.


Silence reigned behind the curtains, but after a few moments, an august and resounding voice, as brilliant as the noon sun, rang out through the hall.


"We have made a decision. Inform Wang Chong to attend court three days from now!"


This voice rumbled like thunder!


With the Sage Emperor having given his order, a decree was quickly sent out beyond the palace walls and toward the Wang Clan Residence.


……


"…Given your enormous achievements in the southwest, the important ministers of court, even King Qi, Yao Guangyi, and Abusi, found it inconvenient to speak out. As for me and the other officials, we didn't speak out to avoid appearing biased. Thus, the opinions of those imperial censors were critical.


"In this court debate, if Imperial Censor Duan Cao had not shown up, I wouldn't be able to predict how big the ruckus would be."


In the Wang Clan Residence, Wang Gen was sitting upright, looking at his nephew, finding himself more reassured and pleased the more he looked. That naughty, sloppy, incompetent, and disobedient child of the Wang Clan had suddenly reversed course, becoming a pillar of the state, the Qilin son of the Wang Clan. Wang Gen had never anticipated this.

______________
1. The position of 中丞 was that of deputy to the head of the censorate, the 史丞. They supervised all imperial censors. In the Tang Dynasty, this position seems to have held a great deal of weight, as there are multiple cases where someone holding the position of Deputy Imperial Censor was later appointed to the position of Prime Minister.↩
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In the generation of Wang Gen's father, the Wang lineage had enjoyed the praise of the world, his father being praised as Duke Jiu of the Great Tang, as the Sage Minister. But in the generation of Wang Gen and Wang Yan, the sun set below the river. They could not compare to the dazzling brilliance of their father.


This was the source of the deep pain in Wang Gen's heart.


But now, the Wang Clan had finally produced one Wang Chong.


In the war of the southwest, Wang Chong's body had exploded with a light that reached to the heavens. Even Wang Gen dared not directly look at it, much less believe it!


After so long, the Wang Clan was finally having a resurgence!


"Imperial Censor Duan…"


Wang Chong had also not expected that while he had been sleeping, so much had happened in the Imperial Court. Wang Chong had some impressions of that old imperial censor Duan Cao who had defended him.


He was the patriarch of the capital's Duan Clan and the reason it was known as a clan of imperial censors. His reputation was extremely high.


Wang Chong remembered that in his last life, Duan Cao had retired a very long time ago, no longer concerning himself with secular affairs. But in this life, he had rushed to the court for Wang Chong's sake to argue with King Qi and the other ministers.


"When there's time, your nephew will pay a personal visit to thank him!" Wang Chong said.


"There's no need!"


To Wang Chong's surprise, Wang Gen shook his head and immediately rejected the proposal. He took a sip of tea and slowly placed it back on its saucer before explaining.


"The old censor is a true upright minister. It's precisely because of this that the Duan Clan is known as a clan of imperial censors. The previous Emperor even rewarded him with the iron ticket, the golden book1. In addition, the old censor has always conducted himself according to the matter at hand, not the person. He helped you not because he particularly favored you, but because it would be of benefit to the country. Thus, he could stand before the assembled officials of the court and chastise and rebuke his descendant, also strongly recommending you and supporting you.


(TN: The iron ticket and golden book both refer to the same kind of honor conferred by the Emperor. This was a sheet of iron which recorded two things: the deed that prompted the reward and the specific privilege or reward being conferred. In some cases, this could be a one-time pardon from the death penalty. It was called the golden book because the engraved words were filled with gold.)


"If you were to visit him to thank him, the old censor might immediately decide to rescind his decision and stand before the Sage Emperor to reprimand you! And even if you did want to meet him, you wouldn't be able to. The old censor has already shut his gates, refusing all guests at the door. Unless he wants to come out himself, no one will be able to see him."


Wang Gen stroked his beard and chuckled.


Wang Chong was dazed, his heart instantly filling with respect.


The old censor was an authentic honest official! Any kind of thanks would truly be too much.


"The friendship of mean men is like sweet wine, that of gentlemen like tasteless water2. Since the old censor is not willing to see visitors, I will write a letter to express my thanks	," Wang Chong said.




"Mm. This is acceptable."


Wang Gen muttered to himself for a while before accepting the idea. In the court, the old censor had argued using reasoning. By using a letter to thank him, Wang Chong could form a relationship through letters and perhaps form a timeless friendship.


"That's right, His Majesty has summoned you to the Imperial Palace to be rewarded three days from now. With regards to the protocol during a court audience, you absolutely can't get careless. Otherwise, even after you receive the reward, you'll be criticized by all the officials and charged with impropriety. This will be extremely disadvantageous for your future prospects," Wang Gen sternly said.


The reward Wang Chong was receiving this time was no trifling matter. The Sage Emperor himself was bestowing the reward, meaning it held a completely different significance. This was the beneficent favor of the heavens, a most incredible honor.


"I've already arranged a person for you. When the time comes, he'll inform you of all the expected protocol. You must not treat this lightly."


"Haha, there's no need. King Song has already arranged someone for me," Wang Chong said with a faint smile.


In this aspect, King Song truly had some foresight. Although he himself wasn't in the capital, he had already arranged matters so that Wang Chong didn't need to worry.


"Oh? That's even better!"


A hint of surprise flashed through Wang Gen's eyes as he nodded and smiled.


For minor matters like protocol during the court audience, he had not communicated with King Song beforehand. Since King Song had already made arrangements, nothing could be better.


Wang Gen quickly left the Wang Clan Residence.


Soon after he left, Wang Chong sent someone to bring that old official from the Chamberlain of Dependencies that King Song had spoken of. In these next few days, Wang Chong spent his time in the residence diligently studying the protocol for a court audience and accepting a reward.


……


Although several days had passed since Wang Chong's return, the celebratory mood in the capital continued unabated, even intensifying.


At the ends of the streets and in the taverns and tea houses, everyone was talking about the young hero of the Great Tang. The argument in the court and the grudges between the Wang Clan and King Qi and the Yao Clan were also the subject of much conversation.


And every little bit of information about Wang Chong's past, including how he had seized an ordinary girl, was dug up. His hedonistic past was now regarded as Wang Chong biding his time and hiding his edge.


The circumstances of Wang Chong's grand battle with Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, and the Mengshe Zhao generals had also been revealed in vivid detail and were now the topics of the capital's storytellers.


In the mouths of the storytellers, Wang Chong had become a celestial who could singlehandedly block one thousand, ten thousand, soldiers, whose touch could turn stone to gold.


But when all the legends were discussed, everyone turned to a single topic, that of Wang Chong's reward. Even the foreign emissaries in the capital and the Hu merchants entered the conversations here to inquire as to the sort of reward the Sage Emperor would bestow on Wang Chong.


"…If it were up to me, given Young Master Wang's massive achievements, he should at least be made a general."


"Hah, a general means nothing. In my view, he should be made a noble. Only a noble title would be acceptable to the people."


"But the Imperial Court hasn't conferred a noble title in a long time, and those aren't easy to come by. The Bureau of Rites has even rejected the title of viscount, much less anything else."


"Haha, it's precisely because there are so few that he should be conferred one. Young Master Wang's feats aren't something any normal person could pull off. If he's not conferred a noble title, how can His Majesty's beneficent favor be expressed? Oh, right, if His Majesty were to confer a noble title, what do you think it would be?"


"In my view, it would at least have to be viscount."


"How could viscount be enough? It should at least be count to make him equal to the important officials of the court."


……


These conversations were being conducted all over the capital. In the founding period of the Great Tang, rewards were brashly distributed, but as time went on, the conferment of noble titles became much more restricted.


In the current government, titles were distributed very prudently. Even many first-rank officials were only conferred the title of count.


Thus, in the capital, 'count' had become an invisible dividing line. Everything below count was easy, but above count was incredibly difficult, far more difficult than it had ever been several centuries ago.


The masses speculated that Wang Chong's reward would at least be enough to be made a count, but anything further wouldn't be easy. The Bureau of Rites could even possibly reject the title of count.


Three days passed in the blink of an eye. As Wang Chong's audience with the Sage Emperor approached, the capital's excitement and jubilation reached their apex.


Boom!


As the gate opened and Wang Chong emerged from the Wang Clan Residence, dressed in a bright red robe and cap, the crowd instantly exploded with cheers.


"Wang Chong! Wang Chong! Wang Chong!"


……


Countless people of the capital had gathered outside the Wang Clan's gate. Man, woman, old, young, merchants, servants… all of them were shouting until their faces were red, waves of sound coming one after the other.


Seeing the excited crowd, even the servants and maids of the Wang Clan began to grow excited.


Unlike the servants and maids of the Wang Clan, the gazes of Bai Siling, Zhao Yatong, and Huang Qian-er were focused on Wang Chong.


As friends, the trio had come to the Wang Clan very early in the morning to see off Wang Chong as he set off to receive his reward from the Sage Emperor.


Although this wasn't their first meeting, when they saw Wang Chong's sword-like brows, bright eyes, erect posture, and crimson ceremonial robe, all this making for an elegant and handsome figure, the three couldn't help but gawk, their eyes lighting up.


Wang Chong on the battlefield and Wang Chong wearing a ceremonial robe gave off two completely different feelings. If Wang Chong on the battlefield was an invincible war god, the Wang Chong before them had retracted his heroism, hidden his edge, and instantly transformed into a cultured and refined scholar.


Though it was a different feeling, it was even more alluring.


Bai Siling glared at Wang Chong and impolitely said, "Hmph, don't go looking at random girls on the road, or you might end up losing your eyes."


Bang!


Zhao Yatong said nothing, but her face was ice-cold as she took the red-tasseled spear and flipped it around, slamming the tip into the firm ground in front of the Wang Clan's gate. Crackcrack! The sound of splintering stones was suffused with a threatening air.


Huang Qian-er was similarly silent, her face devoid of emotion, but the silver sword on her back was threateningly buzzing in its sheath.


"With all of you here, I wouldn't dare to mess around," Wang Chong said with a chuckle.


"That's enough. Chong-er, it's about time to leave. You must not be late for an audience with His Majesty."


Madam Wang walked up from behind, internally smiling. She had also once been a girl, so it wasn't possible for her to not understand what these three were thinking.


Rumble! A gorgeous carriage parked itself on the side of the street. It had been dispatched by the Bureau of Rites.


Wang Chong boarded the carriage, beginning his journey to the Imperial Palace.


Around fifteen minutes later, Wang Chong finally arrived. This was not his first time entering the palace, but the feeling now was completely different.


The golden walls were vast and majestic, and the soldiers of the Imperial Army and palace guards stood solemnly at the base of the wall, their armor shining. Different from usual, they had red bands of celebration tied across their left and right shoulders.


And many officials from the Bureau of Rites could be seen amongst the Imperial soldiers and palace guards.


This court audience was no minor affair. Everyone knew that the Sage Emperor was certain to bestow a most generous reward on Wang Chong. This was plainly visible from the solemnity of the ceremony.


The opulent carriage stopped in front of the nine internal gates.


Wang Chong descended from the carriage and was greeted by the golden palace gate. Two officials from the Bureau of Rites dressed in crimson ceremonial robes stood to the left and right, their heads slightly lowered.


Although they seemed unconcerned, Wang Chong could tell that this pair were constantly observing him.


King Song was right.


Wang Chong smiled but didn't say anything.


Many eyes would be closely watching the audience and conferment ceremony, every step and every moment. The slightest slip of protocol would be noted and become material for future impeachment and criticism.


Many officials in their first audience didn't know of this and ended up being attacked by the Bureau of Rites, falling short at the finish line.


Wang Chong had already learned all this from the old official from the Chamberlain of Dependencies.
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Suddenly a shrill voice like that of a duck rose from behind the doors to the palace. "The Sage Emperor has ordered that Wang Chong enter for an audience!"


Rumble! The gate opened, banners unfurled, and Imperial Guards, dressed in red-tasseled armor, lined the path all the way from the gate to the depths of the palace.


Wang Chong was not able to tell at a glance how far this line extended.


Crack! With the crack of a whip, a silk-robed and white-haired eunuch, standing in the distance on the imperial steps of white jade, shrilly shouted, "Wang Chong has arrived for his audience!"


From the gate to the depths of the palace, cries of affirmation rose one after another.


Wang Chong tidied his ceremonial robe and hat, and began to stride forward through the two rows of Imperial Guards. His steps were very measured, not too large or too small, too rushed or too slow. His back was erect as he advanced with confidence.


In terms of expression, demeanor, and actions, Wang Chong was flawless.


"This boy… Someone clearly taught him."


In a place that Wang Chong couldn't see, several officials from the Chamberlain of Dependencies, dressed in crimson robes, stood on the high palace wall, their eyes twitching.


From the moment Wang Chong left, they had been keeping watch on him. They had even privately hired painters to draw his every action and expression.


Alas, whether or not there were people around, Wang Chong's conduct and actions were spotless, with no error to be found. It would truly be strange if no one had taught him this.


"There's no rush. At the last moment, he'll definitely encounter a problem. Everything has already been arranged," another official sneered, turning his head toward the Taiji Palace at the very end of the path.


In the Imperial Palace, all was solemn and serene. Wang Chong walked along the path lined by Imperial Guards for a full hour before finally reaching the coiling dragon pool at the end.


Turning his head, Wang Chong was greeted by the Imperial Stairway, thousands of steps long, each step made from white jade. The sides of this path were lined by golden-armed guards, each of them exuding a powerful aura.


Their hands were pressed against golden sabers while their gazes were fixed straight ahead. It appeared like they were ready to strike at any time and cleave any person who appeared before them in two.


The Golden Guards were the elite of the palace's elite, all of them possessing formidable mental and physical fortitude. Those of weak will could easily end up frightened to death by this array of forces.


Wang Chong only glanced at them and smiled before beginning to ascend the Imperial Stairway, walking between the Golden Guards.


Wang Chong had experienced mountains of corpses and seas of blood in the southwest. His tempering on the battlefield meant that not only did these Golden Guards have no effect on him, some of them were so affected by that invisible aura he exuded that they almost lost their grip on their golden sabers.


Every several hundred steps was a platform twenty-some zhang long. Each of these platforms was full of civil and military officials attending the ceremony, with the higher-ranked standing on platforms further up the stairway.


All of them had most solemn expressions.


"This is the Qilin son of the Wang Clan?"


On these viewing platforms, the officials dressed in crimson ceremonial robes began to look over. Many people were already familiar with Wang Chong's name from the Regional Commanders incident, but this was their first time seeing him in the flesh.


"No wonder he was able to defeat Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang. He truly is a dragon among men. Just based on his admirable demeanor, none of the other scions or wastrels of the capital can compare."


As countless gazes observed Wang Chong's ascent, many people, whether they liked Wang Chong or not, had to admit that Wang Chong's demeanor as he walked was not something that any normal person could compare to. He was truly an outstanding individual.


"Chong-er, your big uncle is truly happy for you."


In the crowd, Wang Gen stroke his beard and smiled, a blissful expression on his face. He had left very early in the morning, skipping a visit to the Wang Clan and heading straight to the Imperial Palace to attend the ceremony.


For the victorious Wang Chong to be able to meet the Sage Emperor deep within the palace was an enormous honor, and he wished to personally witness the sight.


What might delight one could repulse others. Higher up on the Imperial Stairway, two loathing gazes had been watching Wang Chong this entire time.


"Hmph, so it was you. Don't get happy too early."


On a high observation platform, the Tongluo Great General Abusi, dressed in a full suit of armor, peered down the stairs, his stare fixed on the blazing figure of Wang Chong.


A fierce snowstorm was slowly building up in his eyes.


Unlike Geshu Han or Gao Xianzhi, Abusi did not wield authority over any particular region, and his influence was not as powerful. However, as the leader of the famed Tongluo elite cavalry, Abusi still wielded significant power.


Purely in terms of martial arts, Abusi was a truly well-qualified Great General, on the same level as Geshu Han and Gao Xianzhi.


In the Regional Commanders incident, Wang Chong's memorial had been aimed at all the Hu of the world. Abusi was a Hu Great General, but for the sake of his ideals, he had been forced to kneel before the assembled officials.


Abusi's youngest son, Abutong, had challenged Wang Chong but ended up being hung from the banner of Deflecting Blade Manor, suffering a complete humiliation.


After these two incidents, how could Abusi not resent Wang Chong?


Abusi was not alone in his loathing and his opinion that Wang Chong was a thorn in the side. On another observation platform, King Qi, Li You, was dressed in a red dragon robe embroidered with gold, but his gaze was cold and gloomy.


From the moment Wang Chong began to ascend the Imperial Stairway, he had been keeping a close eye on him. This was King Qi's first time seeing Wang Chong in person, but just once was enough for King Qi to hate Wang Chong down to the bones.


King Qi and King Song were two powerful members of the Great Tang's imperial clan, and they also represented two powerful factions in the court. King Qi had devised many methods to deal with King Song, but Wang Chong and the Wang Clan had ruined all of them.


Vast Crane Pavilion was one time, Consort Taizhen a second, and now, the stunning brilliance of Wang Chong in the war of the southwest, his victory over powerful foes like Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang, made King Qi feel like there was a dagger prodding at his back. He found it hard to eat or sleep.


If it wasn't for the fact that Wang Chong was currently the center of attention, his every movement being watched, King Qi would have paid any price and used any method to kill him.


Boy, I'll let you be proud for a little longer, but not for too long, King Qi mentally swore.


No matter what the crowd was thinking, for good or for ill, none of it meant anything to Wang Chong. Today, he was the unquestioned main character. The palace, the capital, the world, and even the foreign kingdoms on the border were all watching him.


Several hundred steps flew by, and Wang Chong quickly arrived at one of the observation platforms. He noted the presence of his big uncle and the other powerful officials belonging to King Song's faction, and then continued to confidently ascend.


While passing through another observation platform, by a middle-aged man dressed in a dragon robe, Wang Chong could keenly feel a sharp gaze. This gaze contained both disdain and an intense hatred, as if the owner wanted nothing more than to swallow him alive.


This should be King Qi, Li You!


There was only one person that Wang Chong could think of who had such an esteemed status that they could wear the ceremonial robe of an Imperial Prince and also act so brashly on an observation platform, and that person was King Qi, Li You.


Although the Wang Clan, due to its relationship with King Song, had already developed a sort of 'feud' with King Qi, in this life or the last, this was Wang Chong's first time seeing the majestic King Qi of the Great Tang at such a close distance.


Yet not even the attention of this famous member of the imperial household could strike any fear in Wang Chong. He continued to confidently press forward.


Bastard!


Seeing Wang Chong ignore him, King Qi couldn't suppress his flames of anger, and his killing intent further swelled.


Hostile gazes followed Wang Chong every step of the way, from the Tongluo Great General Abusi, from King Qi's officials, from various imperial censors… Wang Chong quickly learned to brush them aside. Step by step, he slowly approached the top of the Imperial Stairway. When only a few steps were left, a row of officials from the Bureau of Rites and the Chamberlain of Dependencies, garbed in red ceremonial robes, were waiting for him.


One official, his robe embroidered with gold, unfurled the sacred decree of the true dragon as he loudly declared, "Wang Chong, step forward to receive the decree!" No one noticed two officials from the Chamberlain of Dependencies and the Bureau of Rites glance at Wang Chong, cold light flashing in their eyes.


"This lowly subject awaits the decree!"


Tidying his robe, Wang Chong stepped forward and gave a deep bow.


"Wang Chong, kneel and receive the decree," an official from the Chamberlain of Dependencies said.


Wang Chong nodded. Unlike his last visit to the Sage Emperor, in this sort of formal audience, protocol was extremely complex, even more so when it concerned an ordinary civilian like him who had no rank or title.


During the course of the audience, there would be two to three sacred decrees, and he had to kneel for each decree.


The old official that King Song had arranged for him had explained this very clearly. The slightest violation would lead one to be suspected of looking down on the might of the heavens. The charge of irreverence would be laid down, the light punishment being the end of one's career and the heavy punishment being the destruction of one's clan. This was no game.


Wang Chong couldn’t possibly forget a matter like this.


Swish!


Wang Chong raised his robe and prepared to kneel. At this moment, two gazes imperceptibly watched on. On an observation platform below, King Qi's eyes shone with a smug and jeering light.


So what if Wang Chong was Duke Jiu's descendant?


So what if he was the hero of the southwest?


He was still just an immature and inexperienced boy. Just a tiny little plan and he had easily fallen into the trap.


In the end, you're still too young!


King Qi stared at Wang Chong's back, his mouth twitching as it formed a contemptful smile. 'The moon at its fullest begins to wane.' So what if he was a young genius who defeated Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang? (TN: This is a Chinese saying that means that when something has reached its peak, that is also when it begins its fall.)


On the day that the Sage Emperor conferred a reward on him, he would still fall, never to be favored again!


At this very moment, none of the other officials observing the ceremony had noticed a thing.


Time seemed to grind to a halt. Just when Wang Chong was about to kneel…


Something's wrong!


A strange feeling suddenly surged through Wang Chong's mind. Although everything seemed normal, Wang Chong still felt a heavy unease. The surrounding atmosphere had subtly changed.


There's a problem!


Although he couldn't tell where this problem was, Wang Chong's warrior's intuition told him that he was about to make a misstep in this ceremony.
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King Song had warned Wang Chong before he left that he had to be cautious, because King Qi would definitely think of a way to make problems for him through his unfamiliarity with the tedious rules of protocol. During this entire process, Wang Chong had been exceptionally vigilant.


In addition, he had done everything that the old official had talked about, leaving nothing to be criticized. Even the most inflexible official from the Bureau of Rites wouldn't be able to find any problems with his performance. And yet Wang Chong was sure that he was about to make a mistake.


It was a mistake that, though unnoticed, was extremely severe.


However, this was an audience before the Sage Emperor. At an important occasion like this with so many officials attending, King Qi shouldn't have been so bold as to do anything too brazen. But then what had he done?


His gaze accidentally swept over the last few steps of white jade in front of him. Buzz! Suddenly, Wang Chong recalled a few things. The old official had once mentioned a number: nine symbolized the Yang hexagram, represented all things and completeness. Nine symbolized the ultimate, which is why the Supreme Sovereign of the Nine and Five and the five-clawed dragon all symbolized the Emperor.


In all protocols and ceremonies, the most taboo were the words 'nine' and 'five'. One had to be extremely careful around such things, as one could easily end up committing a treasonous offense.


Wang Chong's gaze immediately shot toward the steps and he began to count. One, two, three, four, five… When he reached nine, he paled and understood.


These bastards!


Wang Chong glanced at the officials from the Bureau of Rites and Chamberlain of Dependencies in front of him, a sharp light flashing through his eyes.


The Imperial Stairway of white jade in front of the Taiji Palace was known as the Path of the True Dragon. Until one was summoned, one was forbidden from reaching the top. Ordinary civilians without any sort of rank or title particularly had to pay attention to this or end up committing lese-majeste.


The number of the true dragon was nine, so the ninth step of the Imperial Stairway absolutely could not be touched.


These officials had intentionally stood a few steps back while reading the decree. If he had not noticed, he would have ended up kneeling on the ninth step, thus offending the dragon.


In all the protocol of the ceremony, this was the greatest disrespect!


King Qi!


A thought passed through Wang Chong's mind as he immediately understood. Wang Chong didn't know what would happen if these officials succeeded, but this single charge of disrespect was probably enough for King Qi to deal with him!


In the past, Wang Chong wouldn't have cared what the Sage Emperor awarded him with, and even if King Qi had his way, the Wang Clan had nothing to fear with the power it wielded. But at this moment, Wang Chong needed to possess sufficient status to realize his dreams and aspirations, to save the people of this world!


Buzz!


As these thoughts made their way through his mind, Wang Chong quickly made a decision. Bzzt. As he was kneeling, Wang Chong's robe trembled and he silently took a step back. Thump!His knee landed on the tenth step.


"Wang Chong receives the decree!"


Wang Chong raised his arms in the air as his voice echoed through the palace.


Woosh! The officials instantly widened their eyes and paled. An error of a single hair had led to a miss by a thousand li. Wang Chong had only needed to take a single step back to foil their plan.


And what most disturbed them was that they couldn't tell if Wang Chong had noticed something and avoided it on purpose, or if it was all just coincidence.


Watching from the back, King Qi was stunned, staring at Wang Chong as if he had just been slapped in the face. But his expression immediately turned pale and savage.


Bastard thing! Didn't I already plan everything? How did a flaw like this appear!


The smug smile on his face as he had prepared to watch Wang Chong fall into his trap immediately disappeared.


If looks could kill, those officials standing on the Imperial Stairway would have had their bodies pincushioned with arrows, their heads rolling on the ground, their deaths repeated countless times.


"Milords?"


Hearing nothing from above, Wang Chong raised his head and looked up.


After their initial daze, the officials quickly regained their composure.


"Acceding to the will of the heavens, the Emperor declares:


"The youngest son of the Wang lineage, Wang Chong, expending his whole fortune and providing his own weapons, defeated Dalun Ruozan, Geluofeng, and Huoshu Huicang in the southwest… By dealing a major defeat to the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army in the southwest, he has benefitted the Great Tang, benefitted the country, and benefitted the one million civilians of the southwest. He has been summoned to the palace to be rewarded as an expression of divine will."


The official from the Bureau of Rites holding the decree appeared somewhat pale, but he kept very good control of himself, showing nothing on his face.


"May the Emperor live ten thousand years!"


Wang Chong kept to the protocol taught to him by the old official, bowing before straightening his back to face the three officials standing before him.


"Young Master Wang, there are three divine decrees. This is the first. Take good care of it!"


"My thanks!"


Wang Chong faintly smiled, his gaze passing over them as he received the decree and fully stood up.


But this faint smile was enough to alarm and frighten these officials. It was like this seventeen-year-old could see all their secrets.


This was a very strange feeling. They were clearly much older than Wang Chong, yet this smile was enough to make their hearts waver.


"Young Master Wang, His Majesty has yet to appear. Wait here for the summons!"


After passing on these words, the officials hurriedly left, not daring to delay.


But the mood in front of Taiji Palace only grew more lively, many people watching with anticipation.


This was Wang Chong's first time being rewarded by the Sage Emperor, so he didn't understand the entire process very much. But the old officials watching from the observation platforms knew the process.


Wang Chong's reward for his feats in the southwest was certain to be generous. Given what had happened just now, there would be three decrees in total.


The first decree was to announce the purpose of the Sage Emperor's decree, the Sage Emperor's pronouncement to the world of his intentions.


The second decree would be the true contents of the reward.


But even now, no one knew what sort of reward the Sage Emperor would give to Wang Chong.


"The victory in the southwest is no minor affair. The Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army lost more than four hundred thousand soldiers, far more than the Great Tang. Such a wondrous achievement, and the entire world is watching. I wonder what sort of reward he will be granted?"


"There will definitely be no small amount of silver and gold. To assist the southwest, the Wang Clan expended several million taels of gold. Whether out of emotion or reason, His Majesty should compensate him. But I wonder what other reward there will be?"


"The Great Tang hasn't conferred a noble title in a long time. The Bureau of Rites has been stubborn all this time, but I'm guessing that His Majesty will make an exception this time. But will it be baron, viscount, or… count? But aren't many first-rank officials in the court only counts as well? At his young age, can Wang Chong become one?"


"The people have also been saying that he could be made a general, but Wang Chong has never been in the military. Although the Kunwu Training Camp is also a part of the military, he has no assignment in the army, nor is he registered anywhere. To suddenly be made a general is too much of a promotion. I wonder how His Majesty will get around it?"


……


The officials privately began to converse with each other.


There was no one more interested in this matter than Wang Chong's big uncle, Wang Gen.


"Chong-er, starting from today, you'll ascend into the heavens!"


Wang Gen stroked his black beard as he gazed at the top of the jade steps, excitedly observing Wang Chong. His curiosity toward the reward the Emperor would give to Wang Chong was not one bit inferior to anyone else's.


But Wang Gen was absolutely sure that the reward would not be small.


Time slowly passed. Wang Chong gripped the edict as he stood silently on the jade steps.


After what seemed like both a second and endless years, Wang Chong heard footsteps in his ear, even though his eyes could see nothing new.


These steps were neither slow nor fast, each step made with confidence and ease. As these footsteps approached, Wang Chong suddenly felt like a massive golden wave, towering to the heavens, was sweeping toward him.


Rumble! The entire Taiji Palace and the whole of the Imperial Stairway seemed to shake before this mighty wave.


What a powerful energy!


Wang Chong blinked and broke free of his daze.


The Taiji Palace was the center of the Imperial Palace, the center of the Great Tang. It naturally couldn't shake, and with the Sage Emperor, the strongest expert in the land, presiding over all, nothing would be able to move it.


Not to mention the many officials watching on the Imperial Stairway.


There was no doubt that this had all been an illusion.


But for someone to shake him like this at his level of cultivation meant that they were incredibly powerful.


Wang Chong raised his head and saw a figure, slightly plump and dressed in the cloud brocade robes of a eunuch. His pace was steady and leisurely.


"Young Master Wang, we meet again."


This eunuch held a decree in his hand as he gave Wang Chong a refreshing smile. He was like a laughing Maitreya Buddha, naturally exuding an aura of warmth and affection.


"Eunuch Gao!"


Wang Chong's eyes widened. He instantly recognized this person as the eunuch who had paid him a visit in prison during the Regional Commanders incident.


Besides this, Wang Chong also knew him to have an earthshaking name: Eunuch Director of the Inner Court, Gao Lishi, Eunuch Gao!


While Li Jingzhong, the current attendant of Fifth Prince Li Heng, would be known in the future as a treacherous minister, Gao Lishi had a far more thunderous reputation as the most virtuous official throughout the ages!


In all the dynasties of the Central Plains, he alone was worthy of this reputation.


Gao Lishi did not originally have the surname Gao. His birth name had been Feng Yuanyi. By now, very few people knew of this name. The previous Emperor had conferred the Gao surname on him, resulting in the future Gao Lishi.


Gao Lishi had accompanied the Sage Emperor as he grew up. He was single-mindedly devoted to him, never abandoning him or leaving his side.


In his last life, Wang Chong had heard that when the Sage Emperor died and Eunuch Gao heard of this tragic news, he was so overcome by sorrow that he vomited blood and died. Across all the ages and dynasties, there was only one such person like him.


When Wang Chong heard of this news, he developed a very deep respect for this amiable and plump Eunuch Gao who seemed like the reincarnation of the Maitreya Buddha.
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"Eunuch Gao, the student has learned courtesy."


Wang Chong quickly turned his head and gave the eunuch a deep bow.


The scions of the capital had many unspoken criticisms of these castrated eunuchs, but Wang Chong was different. In front of his eyes was nothing more than a virtuous official. Whether he was a eunuch or not, someone who could be loyal to the country, loyal to the sovereign, loyal to the world, was a person worthy of respect.


Moreover, when Wang Chong was in prison, Eunuch Gao had treated him kindly.


"Haha, when we last met in your cell, I knew that Young Master was an extraordinary individual. From a tiny cell to today's meeting, all was as expected. In the war of the southwest, Young Master achieved enormous merit. You truly have not disappointed His Majesty."


Eunuch Gao raised the decree as he smiled.


Unlike the other eunuchs, Eunuch Gao had never referred to himself as 'this one', or 'this lowly one', but had always simply used 'I'. This was a great honor within the palace, and from this aspect alone, one could see how greatly the Son of Heaven favored him.


"Eunuch Gao's praise is too much. When the world is in danger, every person has their duty to save it. Wang Chong only did his duty."


Wang Chong gave a small bow.


"Oh?"


Eunuch Gao's eyes brightened as he looked at Wang Chong in surprise.


"When the world is in danger, every person has their duty to save it? Interesting. Young Master's thoughts truly are different from ordinary people, truly deserving of His Majesty's great kindness."


In the world that Wang Chong had come from, 'When the world is in danger, every person has their duty to save it' was a phrase that every person was familiar with, but in this world, it was clear that no one had heard of it before.


(TN: That is because this phrase has yet to be written. The originator of the phrase was Gu Yanwu, who lived in the time that the Ming Dynasty collapsed and was invaded by the Qing Dynasty. The phrase in its exact form was formulated by Liang Qichao, a renowned reformist who lived during and past the end days of the Qing Dynasty.)


It was clear that this was the case for Eunuch Gao as well.


"Wang Chong, receive the decree!"


Eunuch Gao nodded and immediately unfurled the second divine decree.


"Wang Chong receives the decree!"


Eunuch Gao's voice began to boom over the Imperial Stairway, resounding through the entire palace and beyond. In an instant, everyone, whether it was the guards, maids, or even the people in the distant Yuzhen Palace, perked up their ears and began to carefully listen.


The war of the southwest was an extremely important war, one that was related to the fate of the entire Great Tang. Many people were very curious to see what sort of reward Wang Chong would be granted, but no one would be able to know until the decree was promulgated.


King Qi, Abusi, Duan Qian, and many more officials, including Wang Gen, all showed signs of focus. Wang Chong was no exception.


Although he had already experienced mountains of corpses and seas of blood, which had tempered his mind to an extremely formidable level, this reward ceremony was extremely important to him. But not even he knew what the Sage Emperor would reward him with.


All of this had already broken away from the course of history. At least in his last life, such a thing had never happened before.


"Acceding to the will of the heavens, the Emperor declares:


"In the war of the southwest, Wang Chong of the Wang lineage pacified Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang to the benefit of his country. He is rewarded with three million taels of gold, thirty thousand bushels of pearls, four hundred thousand rolls of silk, and the rank of marquis, with the title 'The Young Marquis'…"


Boom!


The words 'Young Marquis' were like a boulder being dropped into a lake. The entire palace was in an uproar, the observation platforms abuzz with chatter.


"A marquis?! The Sage Emperor made him a marquis!!"


"He's only seventeen. For him to be made a marquis is unprecedented. In all the three hundred years of the Great Tang, no one this young has ever been made an Imperial Marquis!"


"I've been in charge of the Bureau of Rites for so many years and am very familiar with all the ancient texts of the Imperial Court. Never since ancient times has there been a title like 'Young Marquis'. His Majesty created this title specifically for him. Doesn't that mean that of all the countless youths in the world, only he alone can be called marquis? How great of a regard is this?!"


"The Young Marquis, the Young Marquis! Putting aside all the gold and pearls, His Majesty actually made him a marquis. This sort of thing has never happened. Doesn't this mean that his rank now exceeds many of the first-rank officials of the court!!!"


……


The observation platforms were in an uproar, everyone showing shock on their faces. Many people had speculated that the Sage Emperor would richly reward Wang Chong upon his return from the southwest.


But Wang Chong had no rank, and didn't even have his name written down in the registers of the Great Tang army. This was an inherent problem, so many people believed that no matter how richly the Emperor would reward Wang Chong, he would at most confer upon him the title of count.


No one had expected the Sage Emperor to go this far. Despite the fact that Wang Chong had no position within the empire and was essentially no different from a common citizen, he had been raised straight to the rank of marquis.


Such was his status that he now outranked many important officials of the court.


Even his big uncle Wang Gen was now suppressed by Wang Chong's brilliance.


"Hahaha, a marquis, a marquis! My Wang Clan actually produced such an excellent youth!"


Wang Gen stroke his sparse beard, his eyes shining brightly as his robe trembled in excitement and relief. For the Wang lineage to have a seventeen-year-old marquis in his lifetime was simply unthinkable.


Across all the clans of the capital, not a single clan had ever had such a young marquis. The Wang Clan stood alone.


"Chong-er, good job. Big Uncle didn't make the wrong call. With you here, our Wang Clan is certain to have an even more dazzling future!"


Wang Gen's heart was thumping in excitement.


"Bastard!! The Young Marquis, the Young Marquis… this wet-behind-the-ears brat was actually made a marquis by His Majesty. The Great Tang has never had such a young marquis before. This is simply unreasonable!"


Unlike Wang Gen, King Qi had an ashen complexion paired with a nasty grimace.


Not only had Wang Chong dodged his scheme, the Sage Emperor had also created the title of 'Young Marquis' specifically for him. King Qi had never expected this. One Wang Clan together with King Song was already hard enough to deal with. Now that Wang Chong had become the Young Marquis, wouldn't the task be even more difficult?


King Qi felt like there was a dagger pushed against his back.


"Damn it, damn it!"


King Qi's knuckles cracked as he clenched his fists. He had a mind to leave with a sweep of his sleeve, but all the officials were assembled to watch the Sage Emperor give out rewards for the victory in the southwest. Not even the boldest person would dare to mess around at this time and disrupt the ceremony in front of the Sage Emperor.


But when everyone believed that this was the extent of the Sage Emperor's rewards, they learned that it was far from over.


"In addition, Wang Chong is wise despite his youth. In commendation for his feats in the southwest and so that he might serve as a model for the world, an exception will be made and he will be granted a fief! The specific area in question to be conferred will be decided through discussions with the Bureau of Rites and the Bureau of Revenue after the ceremony!"


Boom!


Another boulder set out countless waves. Wang Chong's being made a marquis was surprising enough, shocking everyone. But now, Wang Chong had been graced with a fief, delivering an unprecedented blow to everyone present.


"A fief! His Majesty is granting him a fief! Not since Emperor Taizong has anyone been granted a fief. This is a true marquis. Just how virtuous or capable is this boy that he is able to obtain such an honor. This completely contravenes the rules of our ancestors!"


An old censor finally couldn't suppress his shouts.


He could accept the Sage Emperor's making Wang Chong a marquis, but to even give him a fief… even the smallest territory was unacceptable.


"Ridiculous!!"


King Qi's face was twitching, contorted in a nasty expression. He could no longer hold himself back.


"A seventeen-year-old boy, immature and inexperienced, with no title or rank! I can accept him being made a marquis, but for him to be also given a fief is absolutely absurd!"


Swish!


King Qi could no longer watch. With a sweep of his dragon robe, he suddenly turned around and rudely made his exit before the crowd. This ceremony was no minor affair, and not even King Qi would dare to disrupt it. But right now, King Qi had already reached his breaking point.


He had only come today to be humiliated!


The title of marquis and the reward of territory were like two vicious slaps across his face. He felt like everyone around him was laughing at him.


Even that old scoundrel Wang Gen was laughing at him.


Let alone Wang Chong at the top of the Imperial Stairway.


King Qi did not have the personality capable of enduring all this.


"Your Highness!"


Yao Guangyi was stunned. He had taken his father's advice and done his utmost to remain inconspicuous today. Given the Yao Clan's customary demeanor, this wasn't really much of a feat. There was truly very little that the Yao Clan could not accept.


But he hadn't expected King Qi to just suddenly leave.


Wang Chong wasn't the only person attending this ceremony. This wasn't merely a question of not giving Wang Chong face. If King Qi left so willfully, it would be an utter disaster.


"Quickly stop His Highness!"


Yao Guangyi wanted to stop King Qi, but it was too late. King Qi was much stronger than he was, and he was always proud and arrogant. If he wanted to do something, who could stop him?


"Your Highness King Qi, where do you plan on going?"


A laughing voice like that of the Maitreya Buddha came from the top of the Imperial Stairway. Eunuch Gao had spoken.


"Stubborn eunuch! Leave me…"


King Qi cursed as he walked, not even turning his head. He was an imperial clansman, so if he wanted to leave, no one could stop him. But suddenly, without the smallest warning, a terrifying energy that could make the world dim suddenly burst out from beneath King Qi's feet.


King Qi was himself an extremely formidable expert, but this stream of energy was even more powerful.


"Ah!"


With a shout, King Qi was instantly sent flying by this powerful energy.


Buzz!


All was quiet, everyone trembling in fear. Even Wang Chong shot a stunned glance at Eunuch Gao.


What a powerful expert!


Wang Chong blinked in surprise. He knew just how powerful an expert King Qi was. Unlike other Imperial Princes, King Qi had been obsessed with martial arts as a child and could be described essentially as a martial arts maniac.


Thus, in martial arts, he was much stronger than King Song. Even though Wang Chong had reached the Imperial Martial realm, he was still no match for him.


But Eunuch Gao had sent King Qi flying while barely seeming to move.


Wang Chong was now much stronger and was also very close, yet he had still somehow failed to notice when Eunuch Gao had struck. Such cultivation was simply beyond belief.
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In my last life, there was an appraisal. Although King Qi was born as an Imperial Prince, as a relative of the Emperor, he still wasn't lacking for any techniques or pills, greatly smoothing his path of cultivation. Thus, although he never leaves his home, King Qi's cultivation has already surpassed the vast majority of cultivators, placing him amongst the elite. He might even be a little stronger than fierce generals like Geshu Han and Fumeng Lingcha.


For Gao Lishi to be able to send him flying is simply inconceivable!


Wang Chong's mind was in turmoil. In a flash, that amiable and plump Eunuch Director of the Inner Court seemed to grow several times larger and infinitely more unfathomable. But even more shocking was the fact that Eunuch Gao had dared to strike King Qi.


This was the most surprising thing of all.


"Crazy, he's gone crazy!"


All the people on the observation platforms couldn't believe their eyes.


King Qi had always been hard to restrain. None of the nobles or officials dared to strike him. Even a prestigious clan like the Wang Clan had some apprehensions about King Qi. No one could have ever even dared to think about attacking King Qi.


But Gao Lishi had sent him flying without a second thought.


"Feng Yuanyi, you dare!!" King Qi bellowed out from the base of the Imperial Stairway, his roars shaking the heavens. As he got up off the ground, a killing energy began to explode from his body, and his bestial eyes viciously glared at Gao Lishi.


Damned slave!


Nothing more than a slave for the house of heaven, not even a man, and yet you dare attack me! You deserve ten thousand deaths!


King Qi's eyes flashed with vicious light. If looks could kill, Gao Lishi would have experienced death thousands of times already.


"Your Highness King Qi, the ceremony has not concluded. Where are you intending on going?"


Eunuch Gao stood high up on the Imperial Stairway, looking down at King Qi. His complexion was ruddy, his face beaming. He was amiable as ever; not even King Qi yelling out his old name was able to stir any anger on his face. It felt impossible to determine what he was truly thinking.


"You slave that doesn't know the heights of the heavens or the thickness of the earth! I'll kill you!"


King Qi's killing intent was inflamed.


Roooar!


The moment he spoke, a golden light exploded and the air resounded with the roars of dragons. A majestic storm of energy had arisen from King Qi's body. Space began to twist as a massive golden dragon manifested over his head, bellowing as it emerged from the void. And its target… was the distant Gao Lishi at the top of the Imperial Stairway.


Who cares if you're Gao Lishi?


Who cares if you're the Director of the Inner Court?


Angering me will result in your death all the same. I don't believe that those fellows would dare to do anything to me, the mighty King Qi, a member of the imperial clan!


"Your Highness, you can't!"


Yao Guangyi had completely lost control of himself.


Who was Gao Lishi? He truly was a eunuch, of a lowly status who could not even compare to an imperial clansman like King Qi. But this was only true for ordinary eunuchs, and who except King Qi, in the inner court of the Imperial Palace—no, the entire capital—would dare to treat Gao Lishi like an ordinary eunuch?


He had served for decades at the Sage Emperor's side. They had experienced the War of the Princes together and all the tribulations that came from ascending to the throne… Given his achievements, could his status in the palace really be described with an ordinary word like 'eunuch'?


Buzz!


Just when everyone was about to witness King Qi and Eunuch Gao clash in the Imperial Palace, the situation changed…


The earth trembled as a majestic, dignified, and revered energy suddenly flooded out of the depths of the palace, instantly covering the entire area.


Buzz! Winds stirred and clouds began to gather, transforming the clear day into a dark and stormy one. A powerful energy that Wang Chong had never felt before, one that reigned supreme over all things, instantly entered the perceptions of everyone present.


The majesty and grandeur of this energy made everyone seem as insignificant as ants. Even the brilliance of powerful existences like Eunuch Gao and King Qi seemed dim in the face of this energy, like fireflies trying to compete with the moon.


"Impudent!"


A voice emerged from the depths of the Taiji Palace, and when this voice spoke, everyone felt a shiver of fear that came from the depths of their hearts. Even the arrogant King Qi who was about to battle against Gao Lishi in front of Taiji Palace now threw himself against the ground in fear, groveling before the Imperial Stairway.


"Your Majesty!"


King Qi faced the ground, his entire body trembling like a mouse running into a cat. Although he was normally arrogant and tyrannical, doing as he pleased, that was because of the people he was doing these things to.


In front of the Sage Emperor, no one dared to act recklessly.


The Sage Emperor was magnanimous, allowing all the ministers to express their views in court. Even in the case of old Imperial Censor Duan Cao chastising Duan Qian, the Sage Emperor did not speak, making the matter completely acceptable.


In all the world, across all the dynasties, only the Sage Emperor treated his ministers with such tolerance. The reason King Qi was able to act so brashly in the capital also had to do with the Sage Emperor's lenient method of rule.


But once the Sage Emperor was enraged, even the unyielding King Qi would have to lower his head and suppress his anger.


Boom!


The earth shook. The crowd could hear heavy footsteps coming from deep within Taiji Palace.


Each of these footsteps seemed to be treading on their hearts.


Bzz! An enormous shadow was cast out from the palace. Everyone could see that a new silhouette had clearly emerged at the top of the Imperial Stairway.


There was no sound and no movement. The moment that figure appeared, he instantly became the center of the world. The heavens and earth, the sun and moon, mountains and rivers, all things paid obeisance to him.


He loomed like a god in the center of the Imperial Palace, and the atmosphere instantly turned solemn and respectful.


King Qi pressed his face against the ground, not even daring to breathe too loudly.


"May the Emperor live ten thousand years!"


Shouts filled the air as everyone in front of Taiji Palace, including the guards, ministers, and even Wang Chong kneeled down.


In this moment, it was so quiet that one could hear a pin drop.


As Yao Guangyi kneeled, his entire body broke out in a cold sweat. King Qi had always been this way, always working off of impulse and never thinking about the result. In truth, very few people could make him think about the consequences.


But the situation this time was different.


The news of the major victory in the southwest and the Sage Emperor's desire to reward Wang Chong had already been announced to the world. Both within and without the court, the officials from the Six Bureaus and all the other important officials were watching. King Qi's impulsive actions at a moment like this had finally provoked the Sage Emperor.


"Li You, are you planning to leave now?"


The Sage Emperor's voice rang out from above, expressing neither anger nor joy.


"This lowly subject would not dare."


King Qi's face was pale and fraught with terror. As beads of sweat the size of beans dropped to the ground, he instantly became drenched. Though he was usually bold, he was now nothing more than a cowardly mouse.


All was quiet. Whenever the Sage Emperor spoke, other people would try to keep as quiet as possible, leaving only one voice within the Imperial Palace.


At this moment, no one was more deeply affected by all this than Wang Chong.


In his last life, the Sage Emperor was publicly acknowledged by the entire world as the strongest, and after his death, he was widely acknowledged as the one who had been the closest to becoming a 'god'.


But Wang Chong had only ever heard of these things. In his last life, he had never met the Sage Emperor.


Although Wang Chong had seen the Sage Emperor during the Regional Commanders incident, it had been from a very long distance. He had never been so close, and the Sage Emperor had not revealed his unfathomable power.


So powerful! Wang Chong thought to himself as he lowered his head. The Sage Emperor was too powerful, more powerful than he could have ever imagined. Even at Wang Chong's strongest in his last life, he would be nothing more than an ant before the Sage Emperor.


At this moment, Wang Chong suddenly deeply understood why, after the calamity, all his seniors from the Great Tang always spoke with regret when mentioning the Sage Emperor.


In the southwestern war, Wang Chong had slaughtered more ten thousand Tibetan and Mengshe Zhao warriors, and his cultivation level could not be described as low. However, in Wang Chong's perception, the Sage Emperor before him seemed to hold an entire world. It was simply impossible to perceive his limits.


Even if Wang Chong had still been the War Saint, he would have still failed to grasp the upper limit of the Sage Emperor's strength.


This was what it meant to be truly unfathomable.


"Since this is the case, then continue to kneel there."


The Sage Emperor's voice rang out in his ear, neither loud nor soft and imbued with a majestic might.


King Qi lowered his head even more, his body trembling even faster.


"Wang Chong!"


The Sage Emperor quickly turned his gaze to Wang Chong.


"In the southwestern war, you volunteered your service, led the army, and defeated the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. You defended the empire and also defended the safety of the civilians of the southwest. We are very pleased with your earnest devotion to the empire, and the Wang lineage truly deserves its reputation as a clan ardently loyal to Our Great Tang. We are very pleased to see that Duke Jiu has had a descendant like you."


All was quiet in front of the Taiji Palace. Upon hearing these words, many people showed signs of envy on their faces. The Sage Emperor's words were an extremely high evaluation of the Wang lineage and an extreme honor.


These words alone would be enough to ensure the safety of a clan for decades at the minimum. Even if the clan declined and the descendants were unworthy, they would still be able to live a life of dignity.


"Chong-er, you've provided a great boon to our entire Wang Clan!"


Wang Gen clearly understood the weight of his words, and his face was red with excitement. This was the happiest day in all his decades as an official.


"Wang Chong would not dare. This honor belongs to General Xianyu and the soldiers of the southwest. Wang Chong only did his duty," the kneeling Wang Chong respectfully said.
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"Merit is rewarded and faults are punished. There is no need for you to be humble."


The earth seemed to hum as the Sage Emperor's voice echoed through every corner of the palace.


"Wang Chong, you still do not have a courtesy name, correct?"


Buzz!


The officials instantly began to murmur, many of them raising their heads. As they looked at that god-like figure standing in front of Taiji Palace, they vaguely began to understand something.


"Yes, this lowly subject is only seventeen and has never taken the exams to receive a scholarly rank. Thus, this subject's elders have not conferred a courtesy name," Wang Chong sternly said.


In the Great Tang, courtesy names could not be conferred by oneself. Only a virtuous and reputed elder could confer a courtesy name. These people would have to either be greatly talented or possess a sterling reputation. As a result, the vast majority of people only had a name, no courtesy name.


The Sage Emperor was of the same generation as Wang Chong's grandfather. Although he was not as old as Wang Chong's grandfather, he was still more than fifty, even older than Wang Chong's big uncle, Wang Gen.


In this aspect, he truly could be considered Wang Chong's elder.


The crowd grew more tumultuous, more and more people beginning to guess at what was about to occur, but still not daring to believe their own theories. However, these questions didn't last for long before they were answered.


"Very good. Since this is the case, We will confer upon you a courtesy name!"


The Sage Emperor's words struck everyone dumb. At the base of the Imperial Stairway, King Qi almost pulverized his teeth by how hard he clenched them.


A courtesy name!


The Sage Emperor wanted to confer a courtesy name on Wang Chong?


In the past, Emperors had bestowed surnames on important officials, but none of them had ever bestowed a courtesy name on an official.


"His Majesty wants to take Wang Chong as the Son of Heaven's disciple?"


On his observation platform, Yao Guangyi was lost in his disappointment and frustration. With his father serving as his model for decades, Yao Guangyi had always possessed a very composed and patient personality, but upon hearing that the Sage Emperor was going to confer upon Wang Chong a courtesy name, he almost lost control of himself.


A noble title, a fief, and a courtesy name…


Not even after all the Yao Clan's achievements had it received such favor from the Son of Heaven. Putting aside the fact that the Sage Emperor had specifically created the title of 'Young Marquis' to confer on Wang Chong, he was also conferring upon him a courtesy name, beginning a new tradition. Just how great of a favor was this?


This was a glory that Yao Guangyi wouldn't even dare to imagine!


Moreover…


"The Sage Emperor is basically giving him a golden medallion of pardon!"


Yao Guangyi's complexion was ghastly pale.


Wang Chong had struggled against the tides, fighting in an outnumbered situation to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat and save the nearly one million civilians of the southwest. In the history of the Great Tang, while there weren't many such individuals, Wang Chong was not the sole example of such a character.


The Great Tang War God Wang Zhongsi, the famed generals of Taizong's era, and the War God Su Zhengchen had all performed such heroic feats, but none of them had ever received as weighty a reward as Wang Chong.


Yao Guangyi simply couldn't understand why the Sage Emperor regarded Wang Chong with such favor.


Clang!


There was a golden flash of light and the crisp cling of a sword. The Sage Emperor had unsheathed the golden sword of the Son of Heaven and held it over Wang Chong's head.


Rumble! The moment the Sage Emperor unsheathed his sword, the heavens seemed to respond. With the Taiji Palace as the center, a fissure was torn through the sky, splitting the dark clouds in two. Golden sunlight came down, shining upon the Sage Emperor, Wang Chong, and the imposing Taiji Palace.


The Sage Emperor's divine and august voice echoed through every corner of the palace.


"The southwestern war began in the Erhai. This was where you began. When the Kun swims in the water, it is a Kun, but when it takes to the skies, it is the Peng. We shall confer upon you the courtesy name of Kunpeng. We hope that you will not only swim in the waters but also soar into the skies like the Kun Peng that travels between the heavens and earth. We hope that you will become a subject who supports the country loyally to the end!"


No one here knew that the Sage Emperor's voice was not only resounding in the Imperial Palace, but also in the ears of every person within the capital.


At this moment, the bustling and lively capital was as silent as a grave.


Crack!


In a restaurant in the western part of the city, a man wearing a black cape, sitting in the corner and drinking wine, suddenly snapped the chopsticks in his hand upon hearing this voice.


"My deepest gratitude, Your Majesty!"


At this moment, Wang Chong had no idea what was happening outside. When he heard that the Sage Emperor was conferring on him the courtesy name of Kunpeng, he gave a deep bow.


As a person who had lived twice, Wang Chong had only met the Sage Emperor twice, and both had been during this life. Even so, Wang Chong felt only a heartfelt respect for this supreme existence of the Great Tang.


No matter what, this supreme sovereign of the ages who had offered his entire life to the Great Tang, sweeping away its enemies and stretching its influence and territory to their limits, was worthy of any person's respect and service.


Clang!


There was a flash of dazzling golden light as the Sage Emperor sheathed the golden sword. With this act, all phenomena vanished.


'Wang Kunpeng'!


At this moment, Wang Chong finally received his first courtesy name, one conferred by the Son of Heaven!


He had truly become a disciple of the Son of Heaven!


With a set of earth-shaking cheers, Wang Chong's reward ceremony came to an end. In complete contrast to the air of celebration in the capital of the Great Tang, a different scene was taking place at the same time on the Tibetan Plateau.


The corpses of cows and sheep were piled up and scattered across the land. Livestock who had been brimming with life not too long ago lay toppled on the ground, their eyes wide open in death.


Flies were buzzing everywhere in dark clouds gathered around these corpses. Vultures would occasionally shoot out of the clouds, their sharp claws stabbing into decaying flesh.


A vulture gave a wary glance at a nearby mastiff and then began to peck away. But this feast of decaying meat was of extreme danger to humans.


This foul meat, the stench of which could be smelled several li away, was no longer fit for human consumption.


Such a thing had never happened before. The once-mighty Ü-Tsang Empire was now mired in a severe famine.


Although the war of the southwest was over, the damages from this war on the Ü-Tsang Empire were just beginning. Wang Chong had sent Li Siye to the plateau to spread the plague, and this plague was still spreading. From the lands of the Ngari Royal Lineage, it had now reached the royal capital.


Great fires were burning day and night, the smoke from the bonfires of cows and sheep soaring into the heavens. In this perilous situation, this was the only solution that Dalon Trinling, Great Minister of the Ü-Tsang royal capital, could think of.


Only the Great Tang had the secret method for treating the sheep plague, and at any rate, treatment was already impossible. The only method left was obstruction. Burning the corpses to prevent the plague from spreading was the only solution the five Great Ministers of Ü-Tsang were able to think of.


But in contrast to the plague, the war of the southwest was the true focus of the Ü-Tsang Empire. After all, everything had begun when the more than two hundred thousand Tibetan cavalry had descended from the eastern edge of the plateau. In the end, only ten thousand had come back alive, leaving the entire Ngari Royal Lineage crippled.


And whether it was the death of these two hundred thousand warriors or the sheep plague creeping across the plateau, they only revolved around a single name: Wang Chong!


"Dalun Ruozan, you have truly disappointed this king. It is only because this king believed in your strength that this king sent you to the Ngari Royal Lineage to assist the Fourth Prince. In the war of the southwest, you said that you wanted to ally with Mengshe Zhao so that you could emerge the final victor. This king agreed with everything you said, but look, see what you have done!"


In the royal capital of Ü-Tsang, the light was gloomy, massive prayer wheels of gold clinking as they turned. Nearby, piles of ambergris had been thrown into a simple and coarse bronze vessel, from which plumes of fragrant smoke rose into the air.


The smoke shrouded the entirety of the palace, making everything seem like a dream.


But in this smoke, one could see a figure dressed in a spacious white robe, kneeling on the ground with his face turned to the earth. If one looked carefully, they would notice that this was the Great Minister of the Ngari who Wang Chong had defeated in the war of the southwest, Dalun Ruozan.


He had suffered grievous defeat in the southwest, incurring massive casualties. Meanwhile, a plague had swept across the plateau, casting countless Tibetan shepherds into the abyss of misery. In his shock and anger, the Tsenpo had issued an order summoning Dalun Ruozan to the royal capital for questioning.


"Your Majesty, this lowly subject has nothing to say!"


The kneeling Dalun Ruozan did not even try to defend himself.


"Bastard!!"


The Tsenpo was infuriated by these words. Two hundred thousand elite cavalry had been lost and a terrible plague was afflicting the plateau, and Dalun Ruozan was telling him that he had nothing to say!


The Tsenpo could not possibly accept this.


"Come! Strip him of his position and jail him to await this king's punishment!" the Tsenpo's furious voice thundered, audible from a distance of several li.


Dalun Ruozan's lips curved into a bitter smile. In this visit to the capital, he had long ago predicted how he would end up.


As the Great Minister of the Ngari and the overall commander of the war of the southwest, he held unquestionable blame for this defeat. No punishment would be excessive.


I thoroughly lost this battle.


As he kneeled, Dalun Ruozan thought back to that seventeen-year-old boy in the distant capital of the Great Tang who was at this very moment being rewarded.


The war against the Great Tang in the southwest had lasted for many days and he had used every method at his disposal. But in the end, he still could not defeat that youth, leaving him with nothing to say.


Anyone who was willing to gamble had to be prepared to lose.


Bang!


The door to the hall opened, and several warriors of the royal capital dressed in heavy bronze armor strode in through the smoke. These warriors were all muscular, their hands and feet brimming with power. After sweeping the room with their eyes, they quickly set their sights on the nearby Dalun Ruozan.


The guards of the royal capital were elites that only the Tsenpo could mobilize, and were all extremely powerful. The Tsenpo would only mobilize them when necessary, and it did not bode well when he did.


"Wait a moment!"


As these guards strode toward Dalun Ruozan, a figure shrouded in smoke near the Tsenpo suddenly spoke up.


"Your Majesty, may I be permitted to speak?"


As this person spoke, he suddenly left his seat and walked over. As the smoke scattered, it revealed a mustachioed man with a fair complexion. The demeanor he exuded was rather similar to Dalun Ruozan's, but he appeared even more composed and dignified, his gaze sharper and wiser.


In all of the Ü-Tsang Empire, there was only one person who dared to be so bold before the Tsenpo and act on his own initiative: the leader of the five ministers, the Imperial Great Minister, Dalon Trinling.


Although he led the five ministers, Dalon Trinling was a little younger than Dalun Ruozan. Even so, whenever he spoke, everyone in the hall, including the Tsenpo and Dalun Ruozan, showed expressions of respect.


In the Ü-Tsang Empire, the only person who could dominate solely through intelligence and whose words deserved even the Tsenpo's respect was Dalon Trinling.


'Dalon' was a respectful term of address that meant 'Prime Minister'. This was not a level that Dalun Ruozan could reach.


The Ü-Tsang Empire emphasized strength, and there was little nepotism in its government. Becoming the Great Minister of Ü-Tsang and receiving the respect of all its peoples was in itself a proof of one's strength.
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"If Great Minister has a question, then please, speak."


The Tsenpo who had been enraged just a moment ago seemed to change into a completely different person, his face filling with joy and amity as Dalon Trinling stepped forth.


Upon saying these words, the Tsenpo shifted his gaze to the two guards.


"You two, withdraw for me!"


"Yes!"


The two royal capital guards quickly withdrew from the hall, shutting the door as they left.


"The Sage Emperor of the Great Tang is rewarding that youngest son of the Wang Clan at this very moment. Do you know of this matter?"


Dalon Trinling's gaze was sharp. He took two steps forward and stared at Dalun Ruozan, going straight to the main topic.


Buzz!


Dalun Ruozan was stunned by this news and raised his head. Dalun Ruozan was well aware of the significance of the Sage Emperor's rewarding Wang Chong. The Ü-Tsang Empire had suffered such a bitter defeat entirely because of the seventeen-year-old Wang Chong.


Now that the Sage Emperor was richly rewarding Wang Chong, that youngest son of the Wang Clan would gradually begin to do more and more for the Great Tang, present more and more of a threat to the Ü-Tsang Empire.


"Hmph, very good. It looks like you've noticed. The southwestern war has already passed. No matter how many warriors the Ngari Royal Lineage lost or how massive is the scope of this plague, all of it is the past. Death is inevitable in war, and prices must be paid. In our past wars with the Great Tang, we have suffered defeats of even greater magnitude. But even so, we did not come away empty-handed. At the very least, we know of a name. Wang Chong, wasn't it?"


Dalon Trinling snorted. His gaze was as sharp as the edge of a saber, its cold light piercing through even the smoke in the hall.


Astonished, Dalun Ruozan hurriedly lowered his head in subservience.


"Victory and defeat are both commonplace for a soldier. Regardless of the price we have paid today, in the future, the Great Tang will pay an even greater price. But before that… why don't you tell us about this Wang Chong?"


"Ruozan understands!"


……


In the clouds of smoke, Dalun Ruozan's voice alone rang out through the hall.


"…Your Majesty, Great Minister, in the southwestern war, Ruozan is undoubtedly responsible for the defeat of the empire. No matter what punishment is issued, this guilty subject is willing to accept it. But that youngest son of the Wang Clan… If it really is as Great Minister says, that he has received the great favor of the Great Tang's Sage Emperor, then in the future, he will definitely become a fatal affliction for all of Ü-Tsang. His demeanor is composed and confident. Even in the most intense and perilous moments of the battle, when the Great Tang army was on the verge of being annihilated, he remained unpanicked and continued to command the army.


"Moreover, his tactics and strategy are mysterious and seemingly limitless, utterly impossible to predict. More importantly, although he is only seventeen, he is farsighted, his methods vicious. This sheep plague is his handiwork.


"For him to have such foresight and stratagems at only the age of seventeen, I'm afraid that if he is allowed to mature, that old incident of the royal capital will repeat itself!"


……


These final words seemed to thud against the ground, throwing the entire hall into an uproar.


Whether it was the Imperial Great Minister Dalon Trinling or the most revered Tsenpo of the Ü-Tsang Empire sitting in the rear, everyone was stupefied. Not even Dalon Trinling, who had begun this line of questioning, had ever expected Dalun Ruozan's assessment of that youngest son of the Wang Clan to be so high.


The old incident of the royal capital!


Any Tibetan understood what this phrase represented.


Ü-Tsang was protected by natural barriers. A lofty altitude and a thin atmosphere were the Ü-Tsang Empire's best defenses. All the foreign warriors who entered this place would find their strength greatly limited. Only the Tibetans, the natural inhabitants of this world, remained unaffected.


As a result, Tibetans also called themselves the 'people chosen by heaven'.


But it wasn't like Ü-Tsang had remained totally undefeated throughout history. At least in the last century or so, the walls of Ü-Tsang's royal capital had been breached twice. The first incident was during the era of Tang Taizong by the War God Su Zhengchen.


The second time was twenty-three years ago by the Great Tang War God, now Crown Prince's Junior Guardian, Wang Zhongsi. Although he had not actually entered the royal capital, there had been scarcely a difference.


This was because all the important officials, the Tsenpo included, as well as all the people in the royal capital, had already retreated far away.


The royal capital they left behind had been an empty city.


It was precisely because Wang Zhongsi saw an empty city that he decided to withdraw his troops. But that unstoppable edge and the large-scale upheaval and panic the incident had caused across the plateau had made it so that all Tibetans would feel a deep fear whenever they heard Wang Zhongsi's name.


In the southwestern war, the entire Ngari Royal Lineage had essentially been crippled, but that was still only a local war. Ü-Tsang had four royal domains and one royal capital, so the losses suffered by the Ngari Royal Lineage were not too great of a wound to the overarching Ü-Tsang Empire.


The true factor was the sheep plague.


However, Dalun Ruozan was saying that this Wang Chong also had the potential to repeat that old incident and breach the walls of the royal capital!


This was an assessment of the highest order, especially since in the past few decades, the Ü-Tsang Empire had done all it could to increase the prosperity of the empire, and had even begun to learn the forging methods of the Great Tang. It had purchased a great quantity of refined iron and weapons, and also begun to raise and breed many warhorses so that it could train a large army of elite cavalry. Dalun Ruozan's assessment in the present seemed even more inconceivable.


"Great Minister, Your Majesty, this guilty subject has seen many renowned officials and generals of the Great Tang while presiding over the Ngari Royal Lineage, including the Great Tang Minister of War Zhangchou Jianqiong and Longxi's Geshu Han. But none of them could make me feel so threatened as that youngest son of the Wang Clan. This lowly subject advises that no matter what cost we must pay, we must eliminate that youngest son of the Wang Clan!"


Dalun Ruozan spoke these final words with utmost sincerity.


The generals and ministers of the Four Royal Lineages could not enter the royal capital as they pleased. Dalun Ruozan keenly understood that this was his last and only chance to convince the Tsenpo and the Great Minister.


"For this matter, I know what we must do!"


Dalon Trinling stared into Dalun Ruozan's eyes. After a long time, he slowly closed his eyes. The fragrant smoke cloaked his body, making his figure indistinct, but a faint resolve could already be seen on the intelligent face of the Imperial Great Minister.


The Imperial Great Minister and the Royal Great Ministers had all made their name through their intelligence!


In some cases, a few short words were enough to voice many questions.


……


"It truly is a divine mountain!"


At this moment, while the royal capital of the Ü-Tsang Empire was submerged in silence, in the distant southwest of the Great Tang, an erect figure, sumptuously dressed and with a long and slender face, was standing at the base of a mountain. This middle-aged man carried an air of elegance and confidence as he stood there, a white oil paper umbrella decorated with images of pear blossoms in his hand.


Before his eyes was the place where Wang Chong and his one hundred thousand Annan Protectorate army soldiers had fought their desperate battle and defeated the five hundred thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


This nameless mountain in the Great Tang's southwest had gained a new name after the war: the Mountain of God. It had already become a mountain of good luck and fortune to the southwest.


The southwestern war had just been too inconceivable!


One hundred thousand soldiers had defeated the five hundred thousand valiant warriors of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, even killing four hundred thousand!


At the crucial moment of the battle, when the Tang soldiers were running short on water, they actually managed to dig water out of the bare mountain surface!


If a god was not watching over them, how could all this be explained?


So this mountain of the southwest must be a divine mountain.


As for that young man from the Wang Clan who had stood at the peak of this mountain, energetically commanding his one hundred thousand soldiers and vanquishing the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army with a faint smile on his face, protecting the nearly one million civilians of the southwest, he was naturally the incarnation of this god, perhaps even the god's son.


Because only he was able to summon that supreme deity!


The mountain was covered in bruises. After that intense battle, its surface was uneven, with many places showing marks of explosions of energy and fierce combat. All over, one could see that the tan soil of the mountain had turned a reddish-brown.


In a few areas that had been depressed the most, it was even possible to see dried purplish objects. These were condensed pieces of blood.


The middle-aged man's eyes were half-closed as he took in a deep breath, smelling that thick stench of blood that still had yet to dissipate. The man showed no signs of disgust. On the contrary, he seemed to be a little intoxicated.


To some people, war was a vicious plague that should be avoid at all costs.


But to other people, it was the finest source of nourishment!


War was paradise to those warriors who truly craved battle!


The most beautiful sights were there for them to witness!


The moment where life faded away was the most gorgeous of vistas.


The middle-aged man fully closed his eyes, facing the divine mountain as he began to imagine the hundreds of thousands of warriors on both sides charging to fill their lines and being cut down like wheat stalks. The intoxication on his face increased, thickened.


"So beautiful!"


The man let out a long moan.


King Song's arrival had completely altered the situation in the southwest. All the soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army had left with King Song to the border between the Great Tang and Mengshe Zhao. The 'Mountain of God' was currently deserted.


"Your Highness, the Annan Protectorate army might be patrolling this area. We should move quickly. Don't forget, His Majesty entrusted us with the task of investigating the truth behind the grievous defeat of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang alliance!"


A man nearby spoke. Although he was dressed like those merchants who frequently traversed the Tea Horse Road, beneath his clothes, he was all muscle. His eyes, which were constantly and warily observing his surroundings, and the long package wrapped in white cloth at his waist both indicated his true identity.


This was a powerful warrior, and no ordinary one either. Only one kind of person would have his sort of straight posture: a soldier.


"Hahaha, what are you afraid of? The southwestern war is already over. The attention of the Tang is all on the Erhai border. If there's nothing happening, what would they be doing running over here?"


The slender-faced man raised his pear blossom umbrella and laughed, his expression leisurely and free.


His demeanor and expression made it very hard to believe that this man was one of the eight kings beneath Yeon Gaesomun of Goguryeo in the northeast, holding the same title as King Sosurim but standing at an even higher level, 'King Micheon1'.
______________
1. Historically, King Sosurim was the seventeenth King of Goguryeo and Micheon was the fifteenth King of Goguryeo. They lived centuries before the Tang Dynasty. There is probably some significance in Yeon Gaesomun conferring the names of ancient kings from Goguryeo's history on his subordinates.↩
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In the lands of Youzhou to the northeast, King Micheon of Goguryeo was one of the top priorities on Zhang Shougui's kill list. This King Micheon had dealt him many a setback on the battlefield.


Unlike the other kings, King Micheon had four long sabers. Normally, however, he only used one saber when fighting an enemy. In a large-scale battle, he would use two sabers. As for a third saber… as of yet, no one had been able to force him to use his third saber.


King Micheon was cruel and bloodthirsty, completely unlike the spymaster King Sosurim, who delighted in concealing himself.


In the fierce confines of the battlefield, he was an insane machine, growing stronger the more he killed, immersing himself deeper and deeper into the battle. It was rumored that he had a habit of using human blood to brew fine wine that he would guzzle down.


And King Micheon never cared about his own life!


His only enjoyments in life were intense and frenzied battle and the thick stench of death that covered the battlefield. The 'cheon' of 'King Micheon' did not mean a river of water, but a flood of blood washing over the world.




In the southwestern war, more than four hundred thousand Mengshe–Ü-Tsang warriors and more than one hundred thousand Tang warriors had died in battle.


When King Micheon heard of this matter, he immediately volunteered to venture into the Tang interior to investigate the southwestern battlefield.


"In addition, with regards to His Majesty's mission, who said that I wasn't investigating?"


His eyes half-closed, King Micheon raised his intoxicated nose and sniffed at the air. Suddenly, he made a flying leap. Swooshswooshswoosh! Moving like a ghost, he arrived at the southeastern edge of the summit in mere moments.


"Hahaha, what a thick stench of blood! On this entire battlefield, I can only smell the scent of one living person. None other than a person slaughtering to their heart's content! How many people did this person kill? Five thousand, six thousand? No, it is exactly eleven thousand and eighty-seven people! How formidable!"


King Micheon raised his head and madly laughed.


If Wang Chong were here, he would definitely be stunned. Because the place King Micheon was speaking from was exactly where the southeastern lines had been broken and he alone had killed more than ten thousand Mengshe Zhao and Tibetan soldiers.


The battle was already over, the corpses buried.


But King Micheon had only sniffed the air to learn the exact number of people Wang Chong had killed. Probably not even Wang Chong knew this number.


"Milord, are you saying that one person killed ten thousand people here?"


A figure jumped out of the rear to arrive at King Micheon's side, looking at the vacant surroundings in alarm.


"Hahaha, this is a comrade! Inconceivable physical strength and an inconceivable internal energy! And also an inconceivable fighting and killing intent!"


King Micheon paid no attention to his guard, his voice growing more and more excited.


"That's right, I also smelled a very unique blood. It was restless blood, like it was on fire…"


With these last words, King Micheon seemed to wake from a stupor. A contemplative expression quickly appeared on his face.


"I hear that in the capital of the Great Tang, the Berserker Syndrome runs through the lineage of the Wang Clan. Once the Berserker Syndrome breaks out, the blood will begin to boil, the victim falling into a mad slaughter that can't distinguish friend from foe. Could this be the result of the Berserker Syndrome?"


King Micheon began to get more and more excited.


"I didn't think that I would be so lucky as to smell the blood of a warrior with Berserker Syndrome! It's simply sublime! This is the true blood of slaughter, and the strength was so long-lasting that they managed to kill ten thousand people! How wonderful would it be if I could get my hands on this blood!


"But I heard that the Berserker Syndrome skipped generations, and it would only affect one person per generation. The inheritor of this condition for this generation of the Wang Clan is called Wang Bei, and he's currently imprisoned in the prison within the Imperial Palace. How could the Berserker Syndrome appear here?"


King Micheon's smile faded as he narrowed his eyes in thought. After a few moments, he suddenly gave a chuckle of understanding.


"Tulin, this is where you come in. Inform His Majesty that the youngest son of the Wang Clan also has Berserker Syndrome. Two people with Berserker Syndrome have appeared in a single generation! Interesting, interesting!"


The Goguryeon warrior called Tulin standing behind him was dumbfounded. But King Micheon was still speaking.


"However, Berserker Syndrome is known for being able to warp one's will and cause the patient to kill both friend and foe. It seems like this youngest son of the Wang Clan was constantly killing, but he only killed Mengshe Zhao and Tibetan soldiers. This self-control is truly astonishing!"


An error of a hair would lead to a discrepancy of one thousand li. Although the Berserker Syndrome bestowed incredible strength on a warrior, once one lost control and turned the other direction, it would have been ten thousand soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army dying to Wang Chong's sword.


Swords did not discriminate among those they killed, including people on one's own side.


But across this region of the battlefield, King Micheon could not smell the blood of any Tang soldier. Not just anyone could control themselves so well.


"What a troublesome character!"


King Micheon muttered to himself for a while, his pupils constricting as he began to understand the difficulties he faced.


"This is so upsetting! You can kill people like flies, so why control yourself?"


Undeniable envy surfaced on King Micheon's face. If he possessed such a powerful bloodline ability, it would be a match made in heaven.


Alas, this boy owned this powerful strength yet insisted on controlling it. This fact was extremely upsetting to the bloodthirsty King Micheon.


Buzz!


As he was speaking, his mind was suddenly given a jolt. A powerful energy had appeared in King Micheon's perception. His voice came to a halt as he fiercely turned his head in the direction of the energy.


At the base of the mountain, figures dressed in black merchant-like clothes were currently inspecting something, their heads lowered.


The leader of this group also sensed something. Raising his head, he glanced up at the place King Micheon was standing. Their gazes met in the air like two bolts of electricity clashing. But then they mutually looked away as if nothing had happened at all.


"Hmph, it seems like the Turks have arrived," King Micheon sneered. Although they were separated by a significant distance, King Micheon had immediately noticed the high nasal bridge so emblematic of the Turks.


The lands of Youzhou in the Great Tang's northeast possessed a very complicated geography. The Turks, Khitans, Xi, Great Tang, and Goguryeo were all mixed together in this place. From a certain perspective, the three powers besides Goguryeo and the Great Tang should have been natural allies, but in private, all of them viewed the rest with contempt.


King Micheon shared the same view.


"Your Highness, do we need to give them a greeting?" the Goguryeon guard Tulin asked.


"Hmph, what sort of greeting could we give them? And besides, do you think you're a match for them?"


From King Micheon's vantage point at the summit, he could see everything around him. It wasn't merely one group that had arrived at the Mountain of God.


The Hu, the Goguryeons, the Turks, the people of the Western Regions, the Arabs, the Characenians… various sorts of people disguised as various occupations had all unintentionally arrived at nearly the same time.


In the southwestern war, an army of two hundred thousand had contended against the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army of five hundred thousand, first losing and then winning, eventually slaying more than four hundred thousand enemy soldiers. This war had not only altered the structure of the southwest, but also the relationship of the Great Tang with the states that bordered it.


Those powers that had lurked on the border, ready to leap, began to retreat once they heard news that the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang alliance had been defeated.


To Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang, defeat in this war meant the loss of the best chance to occupy the Great Tang's southwest. To the other powers bordering the Great Tang, this defeat was the loss of a superb chance to join hands and drag down the Great Tang from the throne of hegemony that it had sat on for several centuries.


A centipede could die, but it would never fall over. Although the Great Tang was in decline and a shadow of its former self, the edge revealed by its army was still as sharp and frightening as ever.


……


"Lord Yabgu, it's the Goguryeons," whispered one of the Turks disguised as merchants at the base of the mountain.




"It's King Micheon."


The leading Turk was squatting on the ground and examining the surroundings.


The Turks and Goguryeons both bordered the Great Tang and usually had many dealings with each other. King Micheon was famous for his love of slaughter, and the energy on his body was recognizable even from a distance of several li.


No disguise could conceal it.


In addition, Goguryeons carried two or three sabers which were easily recognizable by their white cloth wrapping. To the people outside the Great Tang, such a trait was even more recognizable.


"Don't worry about them. Time is limited. Once too many people gather, the Great Tang will quickly take notice," the leading Turk ordered.


For this simple scouting mission, the Eastern Turks had actually sent out a Yabgu. This matter was very important for the Turks.


The Great Tang had actually managed to produce an elite commander who could lead an army in an outnumbered situation and defeat both Dalun Ruozan and Duan Gequan. No normal scout or spy would be enough to investigate such an important matter. Only a person with sufficient battlefield experience and wisdom would be able to identify the clues.


In addition, there was another important matter that needed to be answered. Even now, none of the foreign powers bordering the Great Tang, the Eastern and Western Turks included, knew how the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army had lost.


Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, and Duan Gequan were all renowned generals of the current age. With these three commanders and an absolute advantage in numbers, a defeat was nigh unthinkable.


This matter was like an enigma that troubled everyone's mind. This was why, more than one month after the end of the war, the foreign powers around the Great Tang had dispatched people to investigate the situation.


"Let's go!"


The Yabgu leading the group quickly stood up and set off with his group in another direction. Around fifteen minutes later, the group of Turks had walked the entire mountain, finally stopping in front of a massive pit.


"Is this where the King of Mengshe Zhao, Geluofeng, was heavily wounded…"


The black-clothed Yabgu squatted at the edge of the pit, his hand stroking the edge. He then raised his head and took stock of his surroundings.


Devastation surrounded the pit, signs of intense clashes scarring the landscape. These scars would be meaningless to an ordinary person, but an elite expert like this Turkic Yabgu saw them completely differently.

______________
1.The word 川, 'chuan' or 'cheon' as it would be pronounced in Korean, means a river or stream.↩
2. Yabgu is not a name, but a title. Its status was third in power in the Turkic Khaganate, beneath the Khagan and his heir.↩
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The black-clothed Yabgu half-closed his eyes. In an instant, a scene appeared in his mind. The mountain was still the same mountain, but countless soldiers had appeared, their different armor clearly indicating that they belonged to three different forces.


These people were engaged in a frenzied melee.


In the middle of these dense ranks, the Yabgu could clearly see four giants, and in front of these four giants, another enormous figure, shining with golden light, was currently striding toward the pit…


If those experts who had participated in the southwestern war were to see the scene playing out in this Turkic Yabgu's mind, they would assuredly be stupefied.


This Yabgu had clearly managed to replay the scenes from the battle on that day. Those scars and fissure in the ground were wholly sufficient for him to visualize the battlefield.


In both the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, the only person capable of this feat was the Eastern Turks' Ghost Eye Yabgu.


The Ghost Eye Yabgu looked forward and suddenly said, "I understand. Geluofeng fell at precisely this place…


"Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong, two powerful experts, joined forces. Against one Mighty Miracle God and one Vajra God, it's no wonder Geluofeng was heavily injured. He was too careless."


"But Geluofeng was also a wise sovereign. No mediocre figure could strengthen Mengshe Zhao to this level. How could he be caught completely off guard? Such a thing shouldn't have happened!"


Behind the Ghost Eye Yabgu, an Eastern Turkic general furrowed his brow in doubt.


The Ghost Eye Yabgu was silent. To tell the truth, when he had heard about the defeat in the southwest and Geluofeng falling into a coma after being heavily injured, he had found it very strange. As a sovereign, it was his duty to preside in the rear and only take to the battlefield when absolutely necessary. This was a most basic principle of the battlefield.


Geluofeng should have been in the rear and remained uninjured.


Even after wracking his mind, he couldn't think of a reason.


The Ghost Eye Yabgu swept his gaze questioningly over the surroundings. Finally, it passed over the summit and stopped, seeming to notice something.


"It wasn't that he was being imprudent, but because someone was baiting him. That boy Wang Chong is a very deep schemer. Geluofeng was like a plaything in the palm of his hands."


The Yabgu gave a deep sigh.


Although more than a month had passed since the battle, nothing here could be kept secret from him. It was like he could see the furious Geluofeng seeing that figure on the summit jeering at him.


It was precisely those jeers that robbed Geluofeng of his rationality.


Wang Chong was a name completely unfamiliar to the Turks who dwelled beyond the walls, on the vast steppe. Although none of them had heard of it before, after today, all the foreign kingdoms beyond the walls of the Great Tang would have this name ringing in their ears like thunder. It would be impossible to not know of this name.


An individual who could defeat Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang, and kill hundreds of thousands of Mengshe Zhao and Tibetan soldiers, was someone that no power could ignore.


When one considered that they had known nothing of him before, gathering information on him now became an utmost priority.


This matter was not something any minor scout could accomplish.


It wasn't strange at all for the various powers to send important figures to investigate.


"…But Geluofeng is no fool. How could that Wang Chong be sure that his plan would succeed?" the Turkic general asked in confusion.


The Ghost Eye Yabgu was quiet for a few moments before suddenly giving a laugh.


"Ha! Do you still have the first intelligence report from the southwest? Let me take a look at it."


"It's here, Milord."


The Turkic general quickly passed over a letter covered in Turkic characters.


"Heheh, as expected."


The Yabgu looked at it for a few moments before giving a nod and smiling.


"From the reports back then, smoke was rising from the rear of the Mengshe Zhao army. Their granaries were attacked, all their provisions destroyed. Mengshe Zhao had hundreds of thousands of soldiers, and the amount of food needed to feed them is no small number. Moreover, Geluofeng was an ambitious character. He wanted to use the southwest as a jumping board for an even greater undertaking. With millions of piculs of provisions burned, the ambitions Geluofeng had held for decades were all wasted. This is the true reason for Geluofeng's loss of rationality."


The Yabgu sighed, his eyes showing a deep admiration and apprehension.


"If the battle hadn't been at its climax, Geluofeng wouldn't have been unaccompanied. If Duan Gequan had not entered the fray, he would definitely have advised him against the action. If the Annan Protectorate army had not been exerting so much pressure that they absorbed the attention of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, the granaries would not have been so under-defended.


"Regardless of which one it was, if that boy were only missing one of them, he would have never been able to provoke Geluofeng, and this battle would have ended in a completely different way. While he stood on the summit and lured Geluofeng over, he had Wang Yan and Xianyu Zhongtong in their godly avatars strike from the sides. All the schemes were closely interlocked, and despite all the renowned generals I have fought and all the battles I have experienced, I have never encountered an opponent with such foresight and such thorough plans. This is truly a frightening opponent! I truly can't believe that he's only seventeen."


……


The Turkic intelligence report had only said that Wang Chong had a divine strategic mind, but the Ghost Eye Yabgu, through his observations of the battlefield, had obtained far more information than the intelligence report could ever provide.


The Yabgu could tell that this youth of the Great Tang he had never met had begun planning everything long before he began to move.


Lion City by the Erhai, the steel walls of the Mountain of God, the sheep plague on the Tibetan Plateau, and the burning granaries in the rear of the Mengshe Zhao army… All these plans were so tightly interlocked with each other that they presented no flaw.


Just thinking about this made the Yabgu's scalp go numb and sweat bead out of his forehead. When Dalun Ruozan and Duan Gequan were still only thinking about the battlefield in front of them, that seventeen-year-old boy had already cast off old conventions and placed his gaze over the world. It was like nothing could ever stop him.


Such thoughts and schemes were enough to make one shiver in fear.


It was no fluke that Dalun Ruozan and Duan Gequan had lost. In truth, the Ghost Eye Yabgu was somewhat relieved that this war had happened in the southwest, not the northeast.


The ones facing that boy had been Dalun Ruozan and Duan Gequan, not him and the Eastern Turkic Khaganate behind him.


"Tell the Khagan to redouble our efforts to gather information on Wang Chong. We have to watch his every move. If possible, we need to eliminate him as quickly as possible, but it can't be traced back to us."


"Yes, Lord Yabgu."


……


The Mountain of God in the southwest, the battlefield between the Great Tang and the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang alliance, was to many factions a threshold that they would not be able to detour.


At this moment, the factions that had come here were not simply the Goguryeons and the Turks.


In another area of the Mountain of God, several Hu merchants with wise gazes had gathered together. The Great Tang was in an age where foreigners were welcomed with open arms. All the Hu merchants who had once been refused at the gates were now permitted to enter the capital of the Great Tang and even carry out business in the interior.


To the people of the Great Tang, seeing a few Hu in the interior was no longer that strange.


But the deep green eyes of these people revealed their true identities. These people were actually Arabs.


To the Hu, the Arabs were very different from them and were recognizable at a glance. But to the people of the Great Tang, the Hu and Arabs all looked the same and were impossible to distinguish.


"I found it!"


An Arab spoke in his Arabic tongue that foreigners would not be able to understand.


At the base of the mountain, these Arabs had finally found the item they sought. This was a shard of armor. The Annan Protectorate army had already cleaned up the battlefield, but this was a large region covered with hundreds of thousands of corpses. It was simply impossible to completely clean up, and there would always be some fish that escaped the net.


"Such a smooth cut—what a sharp sword!"


An Arab picked up the two shards on the ground and raised them high in the air to examine them. This was a piece of shoulder armor formed from plates.


In his hand, he could feel that this armor was both thick and heavy.


Tibetan armor was so crude that even the Arabs viewed it with deep contempt. But the focus the Tibetans placed on the forging process meant that though their armor was crude, it had reached an extremely high level in another aspect.


It was heavy, but also extremely tough and durable.


This sort of armor would even give the Arabs and their extremely sharp weapons a headache.


But this was not the reason they had appeared here.


At this moment, the Arabs were all focused on the cut that had cleaved this shoulder armor in two.


"So smooth, so sharp. It's almost like a mirror. Is this from that 'Wootz Steel sword' said to be created by that person from the Great Tang?"


As the Arabs examined the shards of armor, their eyes glimmered with a searing light.


Unlike the other foreign powers bordering the Great Tang, the Arabs were not very interested in the war. To them, there was one thing that was of even greater priority.


Wootz Steel weapons!


There was a trifling bit of news from this war that had attracted the notice of the entire Abbasid Caliphate. Apparently, a small army of about one thousand soldiers had been completely equipped with Wootz Steel weapons. In battle, this army had managed to defeat a force of Tibetan cavalry ten times their number, and their momentum had been essentially unstoppable. In the end stages of the battle, this army had dealt a massive blow to the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


To the Abbasid Caliphate, which possessed incredible forging skills and constantly pursued weapons of higher quality and killing power, this news was earth-shaking.


After all, this was only one thousand weapons, and the users had been from the Great Tang, which did not specialize or have much expertise in cavalry. If the Arabs could get ahold of such sharp weapons, even if only ten thousand, then given that the Abbasid Caliphate was far more powerful than Ü-Tsang, they could dominate the battlefield.


"I can't believe it! Such thick plate armor was cut through like it was paper."


"I know! Our smithing arts are at a far higher level than the Great Tang's, but none of our weapons could ever do this."


"The Hyderabad ore is actually this formidable. If I wasn't seeing it with my own eyes, I definitely wouldn't believe it."


"Alas, the smiths of the caliphate have already tried various methods but still haven't reached this level. I really don't know how that Tang called Wang Chong managed to do it."


"The capabilities of a Wootz Steel weapon on the battlefield have already been verified. No matter what, we have to get our hands on some! At any price!"


……


As this group stared at the smooth cut through the plate armor, their eyes practically glowed with fervor. No matter what they thought in the past, starting from today, all the Arabs, especially their craftsmen, would know the name of one Great Tang youth:


Wang Chong!


This was a true god of craftsmen!
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The people from the Western Regions, the Characenians… one group after another appeared around the mountain. But it wasn't just the Hu and the foreigners who were paying attention to this war. Zhang Shougui, Fumeng Lingcha, Geshu Han, Gao Xianzhi, An Sishun—these protector-generals and Great General of the Great Tang had dispatched their best and most trusted scouts to investigate the truth in the southwest.


More than a month had passed since the conclusion of the war, but to these supreme commanders of the Great Tang, it was still a complete enigma how Wang Chong had managed to defeat the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


Although they had received all the information concerning the war, there was some information that could not be explained through words on paper.


To many of these Great Generals, the name of Wang Chong was that of an insignificant nobody. Many of them had even prepared themselves for a major defeat in the southwest and peril coming in from all sides.


But at this time, the southwest was actually won!


This caught everyone by surprise.


Wang Chong was just a simple name, but now, even those Hu Great Generals who hated him to the bone from the Regional Commanders incident like Fumeng Lingcha, Gao Xianzhi, Geshu Han, and An Sishun did not dare to look down on him.


"I can't believe it!"


"What a desperate battle!"


"Even the soil has turned red. Just how many people died here!"


"Milord might be wrong. This Wang Chong is even scarier than we imagined."


……


Countless scouts, investigators, and spies gazed at the scars of the southwestern war in shock. They were all people that lived on the hellish landscape of the battlefield, so they had a deep understanding of it.


Far too many people had died on this battlefield. Whether it was the northwest, the northeast, or Beiting, these places were embroiled in war throughout the year. But none of those wars had ever had this sort of desperate aura. To these veterans, this cold and sinister stench lay far too thick on this land.


And unlike those generals who resided high above, all these lower-level veterans could feel the intense struggles and screams of these soldiers in their final moments.


One hundred thousand soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army had contended against five hundred thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. When they first heard of this news, they found it very difficult to believe, because conflicts on the border rarely reached this scale. But when they saw the size of the battlefield and the layers of red soil that extended several feet into the ground, none of them had any more doubts.


Shock was the only emotion that all those who arrived here felt.


Just the thought of that boy called Wang Chong, leading the one hundred thousand soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army in carving a bloody path through and defeating the five hundred thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, made these soldiers feel a deep respect for this youngest son of the Wang Clan.


Flap flap!


Countless pigeons took off in all directions, bringing new information to their masters, whether it was the generals of the border or the foreign powers around the Great Tang…


The intelligence reports of these powers had all added a name with extremely great weight: Wang Chong!


……


Putting aside the activity on the Great Tang's southwest and its borders, the empire itself was shrouded in an air of celebration and liveliness.


Gallop!


"Make way, make way!"


Not long after Wang Chong's reward ceremony concluded, red-uniformed cavalry galloped out of the gates of the palace to various places in the capital.


Swish!


The leader of this unit of cavalry dismounted and quickly strode toward the city wall, upon which he pasted a pronouncement written on yellow paper and stamped with the seal of the Six Bureaus.


After doing this, the unit of cavalry quickly departed.


"Hahaha, Wang Chong has been made a marquis, a marquis!"


"The Young Marquis? I've never heard of it before. Did His Majesty make this position just so that he could make him a marquis?"


"Hey, just based on his achievements in the southwest alone, what does a marquis matter? This is a young hero! A grand reward is only expected!"


"That's right! Hear, hear!"


"Hahah, it seems like His Majesty greatly favors him! This is a blessing for the empire!"


……


Once the cavalry left, a large group of people gathered around the announcement—peddlers and carriers, merchants and porters, restaurant owners, performers, calligraphers and painters.


"Make way, make way!"


A voice suddenly came from outside. At some point, an old man who appeared to be a teacher squeezed his way through the crowd and to the proclamation.


"Let me take a look."


"Haha, old man, what are you squeezing in for? Is someone of your age trying to learn how to be conferred the title of marquis?" someone jeered, eliciting roars of laughter from the crowd.


But the old teacher appeared to not hear. He squinted at the announcement, his expression focused, a finger pressing against the word that he had seen from a distance.


"A fief! A fief! I didn't see wrongly! In the three hundred years of the Great Tang, His Majesty actually broke tradition and conferred upon him a fief!"


The teacher's voice was loud, his expression fraught with excitement.


Buzz!


An invisible energy seemed to suck the air out of the crowd. Their laughter suddenly dwindled away into absolute silence.


A fief!


Anyone who had lived in the capital for a long time and experienced various celebrations would know at the very least that 'conferring of title without fief' was a tradition of the Great Tang. In the Sage Emperor's era, no one had ever been conferred a fief.


No one had expected the Sage Emperor to confer Wang Chong a fief!


This was a massive show of favor!


Marquis, a fief, and even a courtesy name bestowed by the Son of Heaven…


This day was foreordained to be Wang Chong's day. All his rewards had broken the precedent of the Great Tang. Yet no one felt this to be inappropriate. On the contrary, the streets were festooned with ribbons and lanterns while firecrackers were ignited.


Some actors and performers were even performing on the ends of the streets for free.


Only those who had truly lived through the southwestern war understood just what sort of panic it had evoked in the capital. The mobilizations of soldiers, the news of defeats, the various foreign powers encroaching on the border—all of these things had made the capital quake.


Not even the oldest person in the capital had ever experienced something like this. A vast empire threatened by foreign powers from all sides actually found itself without a single soldier to use.


This was true terror.


But in their most terror-stricken moment came the news that Wang Chong had won a major victory in the southwest.


At the most dangerous and riskiest of moments, this youngest son of the Wang Clan had desperately pulled against the tides and rescued the southwest, rescued the empire. Whether he was made a marquis, conferred a fief, or bestowed a courtesy name…


No one felt any impropriety. All this was deserved!


……


Flap flap!


A carrier pigeon flapped its wings as it flew through the air, landing in a heavily guarded estate in the western part of the city. On the board hanging over the gate, two words had been written in a bold and flamboyant style: 'Xu Residence'!


"The Sage Emperor has richly rewarded Wang Chong, making him a marquis, giving him a fief, and even bestowing a courtesy name on him… This is a problem."


In the Xu Clan Residence, Xu Qiqin's big uncle Xu Henian frowned as he read the letter in his hand, a deep concern appearing in his eyes. During the southwestern war, under pressure from King Qi and for the sake of political reasons, the Xu Clan had placed Xu Qiqin under strict house arrest, driving away the guards from the Wang Clan and breaking off its relationship with it.


The Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army in the southwest had been five hundred thousand strong, and it had renowned generals like Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang commanding it. Anyone could have seen that victory was impossible in the southwest and occupation was just a matter of time.


Even now, Xu Henian did not think his judgment was wrong.


If he had to pick between the Wang Clan and King Qi, it would undoubtedly be the imperial clansman who was more powerful and worthy of his trust. Thus, Xu Henian had placed Xu Qiqin under house arrest and broken off her communications with the Wang Clan.


No one could have expected the southwest to be won and that boy called Wang Chong to be the greatest contributor.


A marquis, a fief, a courtesy name…


The first news from the Imperial Palace had been like a needle stabbed deep into Xu Henian's heart, causing his expression to contort into a nasty grimace. Even a fool could see that the Wang Clan was now in good graces and the Sage Emperor highly favored the youngest son of the Wang Clan. For a long period of time, one could expect the Wang Clan to be shrouded in the Emperor's favor, and this would only increase with time.


"Reporting!"


While Xu Henian was sitting in his room in worry, a voice suddenly came from outside.


"Master, the newly titled Young Marquis has come to pay a visit. He is already at the gate."


"What?!"


Xu Henian's body trembled at this news as he bolted up. This was truly a case of 'speak of Cao Cao and Cao Cao arrives1'. He had never expected the main character of the reward ceremony to already be at the Xu Clan's gates.



"Does he plan to use his momentum to publicly denounce us?"


Xu Henian's gaze chilled as this idea came to mind.


He had a rough idea of Xu Qiqin's relationship with this youngest son of the Wang Clan. They were both in the age of youthful romance, so the relationship between man and woman could not be escaped.


Xu Qiqin had been placed under house arrest, and the first thing Wang Chong had done after being made a marquis was to rush over to the Xu Residence to pay a visit. His goal was as plain as day.


"Tell him that we won't see him!" Xu Henian immediately ordered with a wave of his sleeve.


Who cared if it was the Wang Clan?


The Xu Clan had existed for centuries, its origins traced back to the final days of the Sui. Even if it was a clan of ministers and generals, the Xu Clan could still choose whether they wanted to meet or not.


"Yes, Master!"


"Wait a moment!"


The servant outside had just turned and walked a few steps when Xu Henian called him back.


"Hmph, a marquis, a fief, and a courtesy name from the Son of Heaven… That boy from the Wang Clan is currently at the peak of his success. The entire capital is watching him. If we refuse him at the door, the Xu Clan will become the target of the entire Great Tang. That's exactly what this brat intends to do, which is why he's acting so confident."


After the victory in the southwest, Xu Henian was well aware of how great Wang Chong's reputation in the Great Tang was. For Wang Chong to pay a visit on his own initiative at a time like this, if the Xu Clan were to refuse him at the gate for no reason, not even he could predict what the Xu Clan would end up as once the people were done with their rebukes.


No one in the capital would dare to not give Wang Chong face. After all, his body had just been branded with the mark of 'The Son of Heaven's Disciple'.


______________
1. 'Speak of Cao Cao and Cao Cao arrives' is just a Chinese version of the English idiom 'speak of the devil'. It apparently originates from the Romance of the Three Kingdoms. Cao Cao was a figure from the Three Kingdoms period following the end of the Han Dynasty. He was an ambitious and capable general who ruled the kingdom of Wei.↩
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Hmph, who cares if you're a new marquis? No one can stop my Xu Clan from putting its own daughter under house arrest. I would like to see what sort of tricks you can play.


Xu Henian was inwardly furious.


"Come, lay out the incense table. Let us go out and welcome our guest!"


Xu Henian led a large group of maids, servants, and guards in a majestic procession marching toward the main gate.


Boom!


The gate of the Xu Clan suddenly flew open. The gloomy-faced Xu Henian stepped out, followed by the clan guards.


A bronze carriage was parked outside. Xu Henian immediately noticed that a young man dressed in a crimson ceremonial robe was quietly standing next to the carriage, his back to the gate.


The gentle breeze ruffled the young man's sleeves, causing him to exude an aura of elegance and grace.


"Lord Xu, I have long awaited this first meeting!"


Hearing the activity behind him, Wang Chong smiled and shook out his sleeves before turning around. At the age of seventeen, Wang Chong was in his prime, and as a descendant of a clan of ministers and generals, he possessed a lofty demeanor that no ordinary scion could possess. Coupled with the fair and handsome face he had inherited from his parents and the calm and composed attitude that he had tempered on the cruel battlefield…


The current Wang Chong exuded an aura of serenity and elegance that anyone would admire.


A dragon among men!


This was the thought that anyone who met Wang Chong would have.


'Appearance arises from the heart, and one's circumstances alter according to one's heart.' After the baptism of the southwestern war, Wang Chong's every move and action exuded an admirable aura. No sign of that good-for-nothing wastrel could be seen on him!


Even Xu Henian, who had arrived at the head of such a majestic procession, was dumbstruck.


Wang Chong was much more handsome and elegant than he had imagined.


"Hmph, we are honored by Young Master Wang's presence. What noble errand brings you here?"


Xu Henian quickly regained his senses and gave a cold snort. He stared unkindly at Wang Chong with clearly little intention of letting him in.


Wang Chong faintly smiled, in no rush whatsoever.


So this is Xu Qiqin's big uncle, Xu Henian.


Wang Chong took measure of the middle-aged man who had appeared at the gate. Although he had interacted with Xu Qiqin many times and knew the people of the Xu Clan, he had not met a single one of them.


This person is resolute and steadfast, but he's lacking a little daring. King Qi probably used him to alter the Xu Clan's attitude and have Xu Qiqin placed under house arrest.


While Wang Chong's face showed no expression, his mind was working through countless thoughts.


The moment he returned to the capital, he had found out that Xu Qiqin had been imprisoned in the Xu Residence by her big uncle and father. She was cut off from the outside world and was even banned from stepping outside her room.


Although he wanted to help Xu Qiqin escape the constraints of her clan as quickly as possible, Wang Chong did not act rashly. Only after the reward ceremony did he finally pay a visit to the Xu Clan.


"Lord Xu is too respectful. The Xu Clan is a renowned and noble clan, a master of the art of logistics. Wang Chong had long ago wished to visit but only today found the time."


Wang Chong clasped his hands and gave a deep bow.


"In addition, this one had long ago made an appointment with Young Lady Xu, but Young Lady Xu never arrived or gave any reply. This one was concerned and so came to pay a personal visit."


"Ha, was there something like that? Why didn't I know?"


Xu Henian coldly snorted, a harsh light flashing through his eyes. He was well aware of Wang Chong's intentions. There was no appointment. It just served as a convenient excuse.


Xu Qiqin had been imprisoned in the residence for more than a month, with not even a fly being able to get in, much less any message.


"…In addition, Qiqin is currently ill and not receiving guests as she recovers. If Young Master Wang wishes to see her, I advise Young Master to return to your residence and wait for Qiqin to get better. It will be completely fine for Young Master to visit then."


The moment Xu Henian finished saying these words, he immediately adopted the attitude of someone declining visitors. He had opened the gate and met the visitor, leaving no grounds to criticize him.


Wang Chong was young, and so if he dared to rush to someone else's residence and publicly denounce them, it would be like a novice trying to show off in front of the master. He was looking down too much on the Xu Clan.


"Lord Xu, my nephew has personally come to pay a visit. Is Lord Xu intending to refuse him at the door, not even serving him a cup of tea?"


A dignified voice suddenly spoke as the door of the carriage opened. A calm and composed figure emerged, his every movement imbued with the aura of a high official of the court.


"Lord Wang!"


Xu Henian paled at the sight of this figure. He had only seen Wang Chong, never expecting that Wang Chong's big uncle would accompany him, but he had been sitting inside the carriage this entire time.


Wang Gen had heard every word exchanged between the two.


"Lord Xu, since my nephew made an appointment with your niece, let the two of them resolve their difficulties. Lord Xu wouldn't interfere and forcefully refuse for your niece, right?"


Wang Gen stared at Xu Henian, his expression extremely unkind. Given a closer look, one could even see a hint of burning anger on his face.


Wang Chong was currently the most talented and most capable individual of the Wang lineage, the one that everyone in the clan hoped would inherit the influence of the Old Master.


Under his hands, the Wang Clan could reach even greater heights.


And in a single event, the Sage Emperor had conferred upon him the title of marquis, a fief, and even a courtesy name… amply displaying the Son of Heaven's favor to Wang Chong. In the capital, countless nobles and clans were viewing the Wang Clan in a new light and clamoring to establish a relationship with it.


In just the few days since Wang Chong had entered the city, the Wang Clan had received countless marriage proposals, and some of them were from clans with even greater influence than the Xu Clan.


These clans all wanted to marry their most outstanding daughters to Wang Chong, but Wang Chong had agreed to none of them, and it was no easy task to gain Wang Gen's nod of approval.


Given Wang Chong's current status, ordinary girls were not fit for him. But Wang Gen hadn't expected that when Wang Chong paid a personal visit to the Xu Clan to see Xu Qiqin, her big uncle Xu Henian would reject them at the door.


This greatly displeased Wang Gen.


"This… Lord Wang has misunderstood. Henian would never dare."


Xu Henian bowed, his forehead dripping sweat. The power of the Xu Clan primarily rested in the Bureau of Personnel and the Bureau of Revenue, in positions that wielded little real power. An important official like Wang Gen who wielded real authority stood on a completely different level.


Xu Henian would dare to refuse Wang Chong at the gate, but he would never dare to do so to Wang Gen.


Wang Chong was a junior, so it was fine to reject him. Wang Gen, however, was a peer of the same generation, and if he were to refuse him, he would not merely be ending their relationship but committing a fatal offense.


This was no wise course of action. After all, although the Wang Clan was not as powerful as King Qi, it was still a faction that no ordinary clan could recklessly offend.


"…But my lowly niece truly is recovering from an illness."


There was no way of recovering a fired arrow. Xu Henian had already declared that Xu Qiqin was ill and had already offended the Wang Clan. No matter what, he could only grit his teeth and continue on this course.


But before Xu Henian could go any further, he was interrupted by roars of laughter.


"Hahaha, Xu Henian, you really hid it well! In the southwestern war, your niece made such a massive contribution yet you didn't even make a noise."


"You can’t harm yourself too much for the public good, not this much… Xu Henian, I know that you're very humble and self-effacing, but you can't pull down your niece's contributions as well!"


"The southwestern war was a major affair and Young Lady Xu worked night and day. It's no wonder she collapsed from exhaustion."


"Since she's ill, it's even more right that we pay her a visit."


The earth trembled as simple yet dignified bronze carriages rolled in from the other end of the street. Under Xu Henian's flabbergasted and dumbfounded gaze, the carriage doors opened and imperial censors of the court began to walk out.


"Xu Henian, your actions can be called knowing the situation but not reporting it. You'll have to make an account of yourself to the Emperor above… Your Xu Clan made such enormous contributions! How could you hide and not report them?"


An imperial censor with his little finger missing from his left hand laughed as he walked forward. Xu Henian could tell at a glance that this man was the Severed Finger Imperial Censor Zhang Xiao.


Although he was missing a finger, no one in the court would ever dare to look down on him. Back when the Sage Emperor wanted to personally lead an expedition, with the entire court failing to persuade him otherwise, Zhang Xiao ended up cutting off his finger to display his will, further threatening to smash his head open on the floor of the palace. These efforts finally succeeded in changing the Sage Emperor's mind.


Everyone felt deep veneration for Zhang Xiao because of this incident and addressed him as the Severed Finger Imperial Censor. He was approved of by all and regarded as an upright and plainspoken individual.


"Contribution?"


Xu Henian felt dazzled at the sudden appearance of all these imperial censors, his mind a complete blank. Contribution? What contribution did the Xu Clan make? Why didn't he know? And why had imperial censors appeared here?


"Hahaha, still pretending? Xu Henian, this is a little overboard. If Young Master Wang hadn't told us, just how long were you planning to hide your niece's contributions?"


Another imperial censor stepped forward, his head shaking as he chuckled. In his hand was a golden scroll.


"But this matter isn't up for you to decide. The Imperial Court is duty-bound to reward contributions and punish wrongs. The young lady of the Xu Clan made such great contributions that the Imperial Court can't not reward her. Xu Henian, prepare to accept the reward."


Xu Henian was stunned. As he glanced at the smiling Wang Chong, he faintly understood, his face instantly turning green and red.


He had believed all this time that Wang Chong was planning a public denouncement, but it turned out that Wang Chong had actually helped the Xu Clan obtain a reward. Xu Henian had been trying all this time to distance the Xu Clan from the Wang Clan and cozy up to King Qi, at the same time making this attitude known to the rest of the capital.


But at this moment, in front of so many imperial censors from the court, not even King Qi at his most openminded would believe the Xu Clan's stance.


The younger generation will surpass the older!


Xu Henian closed his eyes and mentally gave a long sigh. Whether he wanted it or not, the Xu Clan and Wang Clan would now appear to have an extremely close relationship in the eyes of the public. Not even Xu Henian could change this.


And the Xu Clan had no means of refusing this gift sent by Wang Chong.


"Milords, please enter."


Xu Henian gave a long sigh and stood aside, allowing access into the Xu Clan Residence.
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Deep within the Xu Clan Residence, a fair-skinned and black-haired woman of peerless beauty sat in the center of a room in front of an exquisite dresser made from sandalwood. She faced a bronze mirror, her head slightly tilted as she combed her long hair.


Spiraling columns of smoke rose from the incense burners, filling this serene and elegant boudoir. The woman's gaze was focused on the bronze mirror, but her heart was elsewhere.


"I wonder how he's doing…"


Xu Qiqin suddenly gave a long sigh, her eyes losing focus.


It had been nearly two months since she had been locked in her room by her clan. At the start, she could still get some news on the outside world from her maid, but when her big uncle learned of this, he even had her maid moved away.


Xu Qiqin was clueless as to the current state of the outside world.


Xu Henian had not only placed her under house arrest, but also stationed four elite guards from the clan to stand guard at the corners of the room to prevent any escape.


After several tries, Xu Qiqin finally put aside the idea.


"Qin-er, don't hold it against your big uncle. Your big uncle is also doing this for the sake of the Xu Clan. Just think about it: this is King Qi! His status in the court is like the noon sun. Our Xu Clan can't possibly make him an enemy."


Xu Qiqin's father Xu Zhongnian was standing in a place nearby behind Xu Qiqin, a bitter smile on his face.


Xu Qiqin's face was ice-cold, her only response to continue combing her long black hair that reached down to her waist. It was like her father had never even spoken those words.


During her house arrest, Xu Zhongnian had visited his daughter every day and given her a long lecture. In the past, Xu Qiqin would take in some of these words, but this time, she refused to listen.


"Qin-er, don't be stubborn!"


Seeing that Xu Qiqin wasn't listening, Xu Zhongnian grew even more concerned.


"Just think about it. What's so good about that Wang Chong that you would butt heads with your big uncle and drag in the entire Xu Clan? Are such big risks worth it? In addition, you've been locked up in the residence for so long, but has that Wang Chong or the Wang Clan done anything for you?"


Xu Qiqin finally interrupted her father. "There's no need for Father to say any more. Your daughter knows what should be done, and I also believe that he will come to find me."


"Qin-er, you're too foolish. Although your father might be useless, if you stay around long enough in the capital, you see everything. That Wang Chong is only using you. And your father has also investigated the matter. He has many lady friends, and you are only one of them. Perhaps he's already forgotten you and won't come to get you at all."


"Father!"


Xu Qiqin's face chilled as the comb in her hand suddenly dropped. It thudded against the sandalwood dresser, ushering in a long silence.


Xu Zhongnian took several steps back in fright. Although they were father and daughter, Xu Zhongnian had always had a timid personality with no thoughts or ideas of his own, no position on which he could stand firm.


It was only under the pressure of his older brother Xu Henian that he came to Xu Qiqin's room every day to constantly persuade her from day to night.


Tap tap.


While Xu Qiqin's rage was growing, there was a knock on the door.


"Who is it! Didn't I say that no one was to disturb me for anything!!" Xu Qiqin angrily said.


"Young Lady, it's Young Master Wang…"


Before the maid could finish speaking, the door to Xu Qiqin's room banged open. Air rushed in as a tall and handsome figure robed in red walked through the door.


"Xu Qiqin, I've come!"


As Wang Chong stepped over the threshold, he faintly smiled at Xu Qiqin.


Buzz!


The room fell silent. Xu Qiqin turned her head at that spirited figure standing at the door, both strange and familiar. Her expression was blank, her mind completely empty.


"Wang, Wang… Chong!" Xu Qiqin stammered, staring in disbelief at Wang Chong. For a moment, she felt like it was all a dream.


"Wang Chong!"


Suddenly, Xu Qiqin lunged forward, embracing Wang Chong before he could react, tears streaming down her face.


"It's you, it really is you…"


Wang Chong was astonished, clearly not expecting this. But then he heard that familiar voice weeping at his ear.


"Bastard, you bastard, I thought you were dead."


"Haha, didn't I already say that I would definitely come back? How could I die there?"


Hearing Xu Qiqin's words, Wang Chong froze for a moment before chuckling and quietly beginning to soothe her. His hands also closed in a light embrace around Xu Qiqin.


Xu Qiqin said nothing, only hugged Wang Chong and cried.


For the southwestern war, Wang Chong had only brought several thousand hired experts with him and rushed off to the battlefield. Everyone had believed that his death was certain, because no one believed that he could defeat the massive Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, not even Xu Qiqin…


Although she had never said anything, she had been keenly aware that Wang Chong's death in the southwest was nearly certain. Many times, when the information flow from the southwest was cut off, Xu Qiqin believed that Wang Chong had already died.


But she could not say anything about it, only do her utmost to help Wang Chong by sending a constant stream of provisions and weapons to the southwest.


Xu Qiqin would have never believed that she would be so worried about a single person. When the entire empire was beset by storms, when everyone else was engulfed by panic and fear, he alone was persistent and resolved, charging into the battlefield without looking back.


This was the first time Xu Qiqin truly felt like she knew Wang Chong, felt the fervent, brave heart, filled with boundless energy and duty, that lay beneath that young, seventeen-year-old body.


After the southwestern war, although her maid had told her that Wang Chong was still alive, Xu Qiqin had remained under constant house arrest with no access to news from the outside world. Without seeing it for herself, how could she believe her maid's words?


But now, the authentic Wang Chong had appeared before her. Feeling the warmth from his body, Xu Qiqin finally believed that Wang Chong was still alive.


He truly had managed to survive the southwestern battlefield.


In that serene and elegant room, the only sound was that of Xu Qiqin's sobbing and Wang Chong lightly patting her on her back to comfort her, a warm smile on his face.


Xu Zhongnian was stunned by this sight. At this moment, he chose to quietly stand to the side.


At times, silence proved superior to words.


……


While all of the Great Tang was immersed in celebration, the wheels of history continued to move. In the distant Western Regions, close to the Qixi Protectorate headquarters, the clinging of bells rang out through the air.


In the desolate desert of Qixi, a white camel was slowly walking forward. Two bells of silver and gold hung from its neck, the source of the clinging that echoed through the desert air.


"A-Man, how far are we from the Great Tang?"


The voice of a woman, more pleasing to the ear than the song of an oriole, suddenly rose from the camel's back.


"Princess, we should arrive in a little more than half a month."


The maid called A-Man leading the camel looked toward the white-veiled woman, lithe and charming, seated on the camel. She spoke in a soft voice, hoping to soothe the clearly displeased young woman.


Other than the sound of the camel's bells, the only sounds on this journey to the east were the conversation between master and servant. But neither the white-veiled young woman nor the maid leading the camel spoke in the language of the Central Plains.


In truth, if one carefully examined this pair, they would realize that they exuded a thick foreign air, whether it was in their deep and enchanting brown eyes, their naturally curling hair, the lines on their faces, or their demeanor. In all these aspects, they were completely different from the people of the Great Tang.


"…Princess, don't be sad. Although the Great Tang of the Central Plains is far from our homeland, there are many of our people living here. In addition, I hear that the Great Tang is an extremely prosperous and cultured land. With this, at least, we won't encounter any problems living here. Once we accomplish our mission, the Caliph will allow us to return," A-Man soothed.


The white-veiled woman continued to look resentfully forward, with each step the camel took only adding to her grief.


"A-Man, tell me: is that Tang boy called Wang Chong truly this important?" Alia faintly said.


"Princess, you know the importance the Caliph places on the Wootz Steel weapons. We made our names through our skill in forging, but even though we've had the Hyderabad ore for so long and His Majesty has gathered so many formidable craftsmen, none of them were able to produce that miraculous Wootz Steel. Much of the Hyderabad ore has been wasted, and not even the weapons produced by Master Usama can match the Wootz Steel produced by that Great Tang youth. Moreover, they're black and ugly, lacking any of the beauty of those weapons.


"Our Abbasid Caliphate has always been known for the quality of the weapons it forges, but none of these masters can produce a single ingot of Wootz Steel. This is completely unacceptable to His Majesty, so Princess can imagine His Majesty's fury," A-Man persuasively argued.


Alia gave a long sigh and said no more.


She was a princess of the Abbasid Caliphate. Logically speaking, she should have been living a life of luxury, attended upon by countless servants and spending her days in a sumptuous palace. She should not have been traveling vast distances to hang around in a foreign country.


But Alia was deeply aware that the princesses of the Abbasid Caliphate were different from the princesses of other empires.


Although her father was the esteemed Caliph of the Abbasid Caliphate, essentially the Emperor of Arabia, he had more than one hundred princesses, Alia being only one of them. With so many sisters, one could easily imagine how little regard Alia received.


Her fate was already decided.


"I wonder what sort of person that Tang youth called Wang Chong is?"


The Abbasid princess called Alia continued to look forward, falling into a stupor. Now that everything was decided and unalterable, she suddenly began to wonder just what that foreign boy who had altered her fate was actually like.


Clingclang!


The camel's bells continued to ring as the white camel slowly proceeded forward. Master and servant proceeded along the official road, a unit of Arabian cavalry following behind them.
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In the residence of the Wang Clan, in a room on the northwest corner, all was quiet. A young man of sixteen or seventeen years was currently sitting cross-legged on a bed, his eyes closed in cultivation. Although this man was externally young and handsome, the composure he exuded was abnormally steady, tempered, and firm, like that of a mountain.


Hissss!


White streams of smoke began to emerge from the top of the youth's head, gradually diffusing through the room.


After returning from the reward ceremony, Wang Chong had remained at home, quietly cultivating. Now that he thought about it, it had been a very long time since he had quietly cultivated like this.


As time slowly passed, streams of spiritual energy flowed in from the surroundings and entered his body, gradually strengthening his cultivation.


After some time, a change suddenly occurred. Buzz! A stream of faint red energy had mixed in with the white streams of smoke emerging from Wang Chong's head.


The atmosphere in the room transformed.


Swoosh!


Veins as thick as fingers seemed to take on a life of their own as they began to bulge out, creeping out from beneath his collar. These bulging veins were like tree roots, rapidly spreading from his collar to his neck and on to the rest of his face.


Crimson drops of sweat began to seep out from his face. Wang Chong's face began to contort and writhe, forming a most gruesome expression.


"Ah!"


Wang Chong's eyes snapped open as he let out a howl of pain. His body tilted forward, a hand stretching out to prop him up on the bed while his chest heaved for air. In the blink of an eye, Wang Chong's robe became soaked, a few specks of blood faintly visible.


Wang Chong's body was trembling, but he said not a single word, gave no more howls of pain.


The room was quiet as those sweat drops tinged with blood merged together on the bed, slowly forming a puddle. After some time, once the pain in his body had somewhat faded, Wang Chong finally clambered off the bed and took off his bloodstained robe. He then took a towel from the corner of the room, dipped it in a prepared metal basin of water, and slowly began to clean his body.


"Let me do it."


A voice came from behind him: cold, yet with an alluring cadence. Wang Chong shook his head, but before he could reject the notion, the slender hand of a woman reached out, took the towel from his hands, and began to wipe down his body.


Wang Chong froze for a few moments, but he decided to say nothing and allow the woman in the room to continue to wipe his body.


The towel dipped into the basin of water time and time again, quickly dyeing the clear water a bloody red.


"What's going on here? I remember that when you went to the southwest, you didn't have this sort of illness. In just seven days, this has happened three times. What in the world happened?" asked Miyasame Ayaka in concern as she wiped down Wang Chong's body. She was dressed in her dark spying outfit.


While Wang Chong was in the southwest, Miyasame Ayaka had stood guard at home. Right now, she had become the shadow of the Wang Clan, and few secrets in the clan could be hidden from her.


"Haha, you don't need to know. In addition, you wouldn't be able to help me," Wang Chong indifferently said.


"You're not willing to say?"


Miyasame Ayaka's hand paused for a moment before continuing to wipe him down.


"You're worried that the Madam will be worried?"


"It's fine if you know, but you can't let Mother know," Wang Chong indifferently said.


At the most intense moment of fighting in the southwestern war, Wang Chong had singlehandedly killed more than ten thousand people, holding the defensive line. All of this had not come for free.


But Wang Chong told no one about the price he had paid.


Tap tap tap!


While he was thinking, he suddenly heard knocking at the door.


"Young Master, the carriage is ready. We are ready to leave for the Taibai Immortal's Pavilion at any time."


"Mm, I know."


Wang Chong nodded.


"Take care of the towels, clothes, and basin. Don't let anyone else know, especially Mother!"


"Yes!"


……


With these words, Wang Chong opened the door to his room and walked out. Boarding the waiting carriage, he set off for the Taibai Immortal's Pavilion.


The Taibai Immortal's Pavilion was a restaurant that Wang Chong had opened. Built in an impressive style, it had gathered many master chefs under its roof. Through the reputation of Wang Chong's three 'Songs of Peace', the Taibai Immortal's Pavilion had become one of the rising stars in the capital.


Coupled with Wang Chong's glorious achievements in the southwest, the Taibai Immortal's Pavilion was now one of the most popular places in the capital. 'If you don't drink the wine of Taibai, you don't deserve to call yourself a citizen of the capital' was a phrase that had widely spread through the capital. As a result, Wang Chong's Taibai Immortal's Pavilion had become an excellent place for scholars and powerful merchants to hold meetings and banquets.


Its renown in the capital had even surpassed the Yao Clan's Vast Crane Pavilion. Each month, it brought in a princely sum for Wang Chong and the Wang Clan, a wealth that Wang Chong had not expected when he first opened the restaurant.


However, a restaurant that had been opened for Wang Chong's convenience was naturally different from other restaurants.


The greatest difference was that the entire top floor of the Taibai Immortal's Pavilion was reserved for Wang Chong's exclusive use. Moreover, if Wang Chong required it, the entirety of the Taibai Immortal's Pavilion could shut its doors and see off its guests so that Wang Chong alone could use it.


Yet this condition not only did not attract any displeasure from the patrons, it made crowds rush to gather around the restaurant. After all, Wang Chong himself was the greatest attraction of the Taibai Immortal's Pavilion. Everyone wanted to get a look at the hero of the southwest, the youngest marquis in the history of the Great Tang Empire.


Rumble!


Wang Chong's carriage had just gotten close to Taibai Immortal's Pavilion when it immediately caused a stir within the gathered crowd.


"Look over there! The Young Marquis!"


"Wah! It really is the carriage of the Young Marquis!"


"Out of the way, out of the way! Let me see! I've been waiting here for seven days already!"


"I hear that the Young Marquis is only seventeen and still doesn't have a marriage partner. If he sees me, I might be able to marry into the Wang Clan and become partners in love with him!"


"Get out of here! You're more than twenty years old, even older than the Young Marquis, you auntie! Wang Chong, look at me, look at me!"


……


Crowds thronged around the gate to the Taibai Immortal's Pavilion, men, women, the old, and the young tightly surrounding Wang Chong's carriage. And young, unmarried woman were the largest demographic in this crowd.


Wang Chong was only seventeen, born of a clan of ministers and generals, a hero of the empire, and a rising star in the world. Although he was still no general, many people in the capital were already hailing him as the empire's 'Eighth Great General'.


An unmarried young man like this had become the dream lover for countless young girls of the capital.


Wherever Wang Chong went, a throng of girls would appear.


This was one of the important reasons for Wang Chong's prolonged cultivation in his residence.


"Young Master, we can't move," the driver of the carriage said. The girls on the street were too frenzied, with teenaged girls seizing the reins of the carriage and blocking its path.


"I know."


Wang Chong slightly furrowed his brow. Fame had its own problems, and he really had no way to deal with this problem.


"This is all I can do."


Wang Chong pushed open the carriage window. Clap! The window opened and his figure shot out. His right hand lightly pressed against the roof of the carriage and pushed. As the crowd gasped, he took off like a hawk, leaping straight to the top floor of the Taibai Immortal's Pavilion.


"Heheh, the grand Young Marquis of the Great Tang, the Son of Heaven's disciple, is actually forced to exit a carriage through the window. If this is spread around, it would make people laugh their heads off."


Giggling came from nearby. Zhao Yatong with her characteristic red-tasseled spear was leaning on a cinnabar pillar, her face beaming.


"Hmph, who told him to be so welcoming to girls. Serves him right!" a voice dripping with envy said. Huang Qian-er, dressed in yellow, her trademark silver sword hanging from the sheath on her back, glared venomously at Wang Chong.


Wang Chong was deeply embarrassed. In this period of time, these girls had made him the butt of quite a few of their jokes.


"Yatong, Qian-er, please stop making jokes about me," Wang Chong said with a bitter smile.


"That's enough. Seeing the Young Marquis who can command troops on the front lines like a god appear so beaten was worth the trip. Sisters, let's not make things any more difficult for him. Wang Chong, hurry. Everyone is already here; we're just waiting on you now."


Nearby, a large, round, sandalwood table had been placed at the top of the Taibai Immortal's Pavilion. Familiar figures were seated all around the table: Guo Feng, Chai Zhiyi, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, Zhao Jingdian, Xu Gan, Fang Xuanling, and also Marchioness Yi, Bai Siling, and Xu Qiqin.


Bai Siling was seated on a spacious armchair and looking right at Wang Chong with a smirk on her face.


At this moment, everyone else at the table had their heads turned the other way, perhaps pretending to be drinking tea or pondering some deep matter. Each of them had all wisely pretended to see nothing.


Bai Siling, Zhao Yatong, Huang Qian-er, and Xu Qiqin… these four girls all had a rather ambiguous relationship with Wang Chong. Only a fool would attempt to get between them at a time like this.


These four were renowned beauties of the capital, and when girls of such talent got angry, not just anyone could bear their rage. In fact, there were times when everyone at the table sympathized with the four.


"Ladies and gentlemen, I've kept you waiting."


After playing out a comedy for the assembled party, Wang Chong only needed to smile and shake his sleeves a little to regain his composure. Striding forward, he seated himself between Guo Feng and Chai Zhiyi.


Upon seeing the seat Wang Chong had chosen, the eyes of the girls flashed and the mood instantly softened.


"Formidable!"


Guo Feng and Chai Zhiyi gave Wang Chong looks of praise.


"Brother Wang, why did you call us all here today?"


In the end, it was still Fang Xuanling who broke the silence.


It was only this morning that they had all received Wang Chong's invitation and rushed to the Taibai Immortal's Pavilion. Although they had originally thought that this was just an ordinary gathering, once they saw that Guo Feng and Chai Zhiyi were present, they immediately knew that this gathering was not as simple as they imagined.


Wang Chong had always done things with an objective in mind, but with the war over, no one knew what Wang Chong was planning on doing next.

______________

1.Taibai, 太白, or 'Great White', was the Chinese name for the planet Venus.↩
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"Ladies and gentlemen, I won't hide anything from you. I truly did summon all of you today because I had something to request," Wang Chong casually said as he took a piece of fuling cake from the table and placed it in his mouth.


Wang Chong's words made the eyes of everyone at the table brighten, their expectations affirmed. Even so, none of them showed any signs of backing out. On the contrary, their eyes shone with anticipation.


After the southwestern war, all the clans who had taken part in the war, including those who had come as reinforcements later, were richly rewarded by the Imperial Court. Those clans who had dispatched experts to follow Wang Chong in the initial wave were given particularly large rewards.


This was truly a case where one man attaining the Dao meant that even his chickens and dogs ascended with him to heaven.


Wang Chong's influence in the capital was inconceivably large. All the clans wanted to work with him, because they knew that working with him would result in massive profit.


As long as Wang Chong made the appeal, countless clans were guaranteed to reply in the affirmative.


These people gathered at the top floor of the Taibai Immortal's Pavilion had formed their relationship with Wang Chong the earliest, so they had become members of Wang Chong's innermost circle, envied by countless others.


"Brother Wang, just say the word. Whatever you want, our Chi Clan will do everything it can to find it."


Chi Weisi immediately stood up and volunteered.


He didn't know about the other clans, but he knew that his Chi Clan's firm support for Wang Chong in the war had resulted in an immense reward for them. His two older brothers had even been promoted a rank, stunning the Chi Clan.


It had to be known that his two brothers had originally only been high-ranking commandants, but his relationship with Wang Chong had resulted in their being promoted to generals.


The difference between commandants and generals was like that of heaven and earth.


Swish!


Wang Chong said nothing more, immediately flicking out prepared pieces of paper from his sleeve to land in front of the attendees.


"Oh?"


Their curiosity was piqued by these prepared pieces of paper. Even Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong released Wang Chong for the moment and placed their focus on these small slips of paper.


"Lime?"


Bai Siling looked in shock at the words written on the paper. She thought Wang Chong needed their help for something important, but not anything like this.


"Clay as well."


Zhuang Zhengping had also opened up his small slip of paper, and his expression was even more astonished than Bai Siling's.


Wasn't this what one used to make pottery? One could find it all over the capital!


Why did Wang Chong need such ordinary things?


For a simple thing like clay, Wang Chong really didn't need to summon the Zhuang Clan for assistance.


"I know that all of you find it very strange, but this matter truly is very important to me. In addition, whether it's lime or clay, I need vast quantities of it."


As if predicting their doubt, Wang Chong smiled and gave some explanation.


"What do you mean by 'vast'?" Zhao Yatong asked with a frown.


"Limitless, as much as I can get my hands on. What's available in the capital alone is far from enough for my needs," Wang Chong said.




Bzzt!


All of them were stunned by these words, with even Guo Feng and Chai Zhiyi widening their eyes. Not even Guo Feng or Chai Zhiyi knew just how much clay or lime there was in the capital.


If they knew at least one thing, it was that it was an amount far more massive than they could ever imagine.


As the capital of the Great Tang, this capital was undoubtedly the champion of the world when it came to the resources amassed within it. For Wang Chong to say that this was far from enough was practically absurd.


What sort of plan would require this much lime and clay? And up to now, Wang Chong had yet to tell any of them what he needed all this for.


What could even be done with such enormous quantities of lime and clay?


"Haha, all of you will know when the time comes," Wang Chong said with a smile.


For his victory in the southwest, Wang Chong had gained three million taels of gold and a large number of pearls, allowing Wang Chong to finally begin another of his plans.


Lime and clay formed vital parts of this plan.


Whether it was the Zhao Clan, Zhuang Clan, Chi Clan, or Bai Clan… these great clans of the capital had operated in the capital for decades, even centuries. They possessed massive resources and networks.


This was the primary reason Wang Chong had summoned Zhao Yatong, Guo Feng, Chai Zhiyi and the rest.


This was a purely economic project. There was no killing involved or thick plumes of smoke, but to Wang Chong, this project's importance was no less than that of the southwestern war. To the Great Tang, it might be even more important.


But right now, no one knew what he was planning except him.


"Right, Wang Chong…"


Chai Zhiyi paused for a moment before continuing.


"For this new plan, if you need a lot of resources and money, can you let our Chai Clan participate?"


Chai Zhiyi had spoken with great hesitation, but Wang Chong's reaction caught him completely by surprise.


"Haha, of course you can," Wang Chong replied with a roar of laughter.


With the results of the southwestern war beginning to manifest, even a stubbornly conservative clan like the Chai Clan was beginning to show interest, hoping to get a share of the profits and glory.


But this was precisely what Wang Chong wanted. The plan that he was about to begin required capital and manpower far greater than he alone could provide.


The Chai Clan might have believed that Wang Chong wasn't willing to share the glory, but it was the exact opposite. Wang Chong needed many clans like the Chai Clan to participate in his plan.


"Brother Chai, Brother Guo, as well as the rest of you, if any of you want to participate, Wang Chong will not refuse you. The more the better! Although I can't guarantee anything else, I can say that this project will be able to provide much merit to all your clans," Wang Chong said with a smile.


The eyes of the attendees brightened. These words alone were enough to gain their participation.


……


Leaving the Taibai Immortal's Pavilion, Wang Chong headed east.


"Stop!"


After several thousand meters, Wang Chong had the carriage stop by an area shaded by dense foliage. Thump! The carriage door opened, and a figure that seemed to know that Wang Chong would stop here entered the carriage.


"Lord Marquis."


The figure bowed to Wang Chong.


"Haha, there's no need for Sir Zhang to be so polite. Just call me Wang Chong. Please, sit!"


Wang Chong pointed at the seat across from him and smiled.


"The best way to show respect is to obey."


Zhang Shouzhi clasped his hands and put aside any further courtesy, seating himself across from Wang Chong. From Lion City to the decisive battle in the southwest, Zhang Shouzhi had been Wang Chong's constant follower.


Zhang Shouzhi had played a key role in Wang Chong's success, and he was one of the critical members of Wang Chong's innermost circle.


"Just what matter would have you personally pay me a visit?" Wang Chong said.


He had only come here because he had received a letter from Zhang Shouzhi.


"It's really nothing. I just received a request from someone to ask a favor from Young Master," Zhang Shouzhi replied with a smile.


"To be able to request this from you, this person must have quite some status. Speak. Cheng, Zhang, Huang, Lu—which of those four clans ran over and persuaded you to come on their behalf?" Wang Chong said with a chuckle.


After getting used to Zhang Shouzhi's harsh and demanding character, one would find it almost inconceivable that he would suddenly rush over to request a favor on someone else's behalf. But for Wang Chong, it wasn't very difficult to guess the perpetrator.


Zhang Shouzhi was a master architect, one who had built the Imperial Palace. Those who could build a close relationship with him, besides those bricklayers and other construction workers, could only be the sword-smithing masters from the four clans of Cheng, Zhang, Huang, and Lu.


"Haha, Young Master is truly perceptive. It really was the capital's Huang Clan who came to find me to request a favor from you," Zhang Shouzhi said.


"Is it about that matter?"


Wang Chong's expression had clearly chilled.


"Yes!"


Zhang Shouzhi nodded, his expression also growing much more serious. Before Wang Chong had even left for the southwest, he had requested the four great sword-smithing clans as well as all the sword smiths and shops of the capital to forge a large number of war implements.


But at the crucial moment in the war, a large number of armaments had been missing. This problem had arisen from the Huang Clan.


They had utterly failed to fulfill their quota of armaments.


In the end, this resulted in Wang Chong lacking any reserve steel walls to fill in the gaps.


Wang Chong knew of this, Zhang Shouzhi knew of this, and all the craftsmen who had taken part in the battle knew of this.


If the Annan Protectorate army had been defeated and Wang Chong had died there, nothing would have come of it. But Wang Chong had come back alive, and with a great victory.


The Huang Clan was clearly worried that Wang Chong would come to balance the accounts, so they had sought help from Zhang Shouzhi, who had a very close relationship with Wang Chong.


"Hmph, at least they still had the face to mention it."


Wang Chong's face was a sheet of ice.


"Ah, Young Master, you can't blame them for this. The Huang Clan did not fall behind on purpose. This is a clan that's been operating in the capital for many years, a name that has existed for centuries. They wouldn't so lightly go back on their word. The Huang Clan is facing its own difficulties," Zhang Shouzhi said.


"What difficulties? If those other clans were like the Huang Clan, we would all be corpses on the southwestern battlefield," Wang Chong said with a grim smile.


The steel walls were an extremely important part of his plan. Without those steel walls, the terrain of the mountain alone would have been wholly insufficient to stop the charge of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


For the Huang Clan, the only thing on the line might have been some money and an agreement, but for the Annan Protectorate army, this was the lives of one hundred thousand soldiers.


This was the reason for Wang Chong's fury.


Upon returning to the capital, he had paid a visit to all the clans, except the Huang Clan.


The Huang Clan had clearly noticed something, resulting in today's meeting.


"I also went to inspect this matter, making a personal visit to the Huang Clan. The Huang Clan did not willingly break their agreement with Young Master. It was just that at the time, there was simply no metal that they could use," Zhang Shouzhi said with a sigh.
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"Oh?"


Wang Chong's eyes gleamed, a hint of surprise finally revealing itself.


"What do you mean?"


Although he was displeased by the Huang Clan, Wang Chong had full confidence in Zhang Shouzhi.


"If Young Master thinks back, you would definitely remember that the Huang Clan actually constructed a good portion of the steel walls. But later on, once they had finished using up all their refined iron and went to the market to purchase more, they realized that all the ore had been bought," Zhang Shouzhi said.


"How could that be!"


Wang Chong immediately questioned Zhang Shouzhi's words.


"All the places in the Great Tang Empire are sending a constant stream of refined iron and iron ore to the capital. For the last few centuries, there's always been an abundant supply, with the markets never running out. How could they run out when it came time for the Huang Clan to buy some more?"


Wang Chong's face was covered in disbelief. It wasn't because he didn't believe Zhang Shouzhi, but because the Huang Clan's excuse was not very convincing at all. He had lived in the capital for many years, and when he used to loaf about and get into trouble, he associated with the scions of many other clans and became familiar with many aspects of the capital.


The Huang Clan's excuse was standing on very shaky ground. Let alone him, no other person would easily believe such a reason.


"In normal circumstances, this truly would be impossible, but a certain incident took place at the time. For some reason, the Arab merchants in the capital began to act abnormally. After selling off their pearls and agates, they didn't buy their usual silk, tea leaves, and porcelain. Instead, they began to buy refined iron and iron ore. It was precisely because of their interference that the Huang Clan couldn't find any iron ore and refined iron to use."


Buzz!


Before Zhang Shouzhi could even finish speaking, Wang Chong's entire body trembled and he raised his head to stare at Zhang Shouzhi.


"Sir Zhang, what did you say just now? The Arabs?"


"Young Master Chong, what's wrong?"


Zhang Shouzhi was given a fright by the look on Wang Chong's face. Other than during the southwestern war, Zhang Shouzhi had never seen this sort of expression on his face.


"Sir Zhang, you said just now that the Arab merchants bought up all the refined iron and iron ore in the capital?"


Wang Chong ignored Zhang Shouzhi's question, his arm shooting out to grasp onto Zhang Shouzhi's. When he saw Zhang Shouzhi give a confused nod, Wang Chong felt his mind begin to almost explode with activity.


Whoosh!


The carriage was quiet, but Wang Chong's mind was in a state of complete mayhem.


Three years of war, ten years of preparation!


Refined iron and iron ore had always been connected to battle and death. There was only one reason for the Arabs to begin buying up the refined iron and iron ore of the Central Plains: the Arabs were preparing for a new war!


And as for a target worthy of the Arabs' attention…


In Wang Chong's memory, west of the Western Regions, the Abbasid Caliphate lay in the lands of the far west. While the Great Tang Empire of the east was slowly halting its expansion and slowly trending toward a defensive stance, the distant Abbasid Caliphate had already subjugated all its neighbors.


Even Charax Spasinu had become its vassal state.


Meanwhile, the Great Tang of the east still had this sort of impression of the Arabs: they appeared similar to the Hu, and only knew how to buy and sell incense, jewels, and camels. Their country was extremely small, around the size of Mengshe Zhao or Goguryeo.


Yet nobody in the Great Tang knew that once the empire finished its expansionary phase, it would welcome its most glorious era of power.


This was an empire harboring 28 million people, covering 12.6 million square kilometers, even larger than the Great Tang. In this era, there were only two great empires that could stand level with each other.


One was the Tang, and the other was the Abbasid Caliphate.


But in this era, neither empire would admit to the other's existence.


If the Abbasid Caliphate wanted to start a war, it would only be in one direction: the east, to the Great Tang or to Sindhu.


"Young Master, Young Master…"


A worried voice came from the distance. A weathered and elderly face slowly began to appear in Wang Chong's vision.


Zhang Shouzhi was looking worriedly at Wang Chong. They had just been talking about the Huang Clan and the Arabs when Wang Chong mysteriously froze in place, inaudibly muttering to himself.


"Ah! I'm fine."


Wang Chong shook his head and came back to his senses.


"I understand what's going on with the Huang Clan now. Tell them that I can put aside the matter of the southwest for now. As long as they can complete our agreement, I'll act as if nothing ever happened. But next time, I won't be so merciful."


With the Wang Clan's current status and influence, even a long and storied sword-smithing clan like the Huang Clan with a lineage stretching back centuries could be crushed into dust.


This was no simple threat.


"Of course! Of course!"


Zhang Shouzhi was elated at Wang Chong's words.


"After such a massive mistake, not even if you gave them all the daring in the world would they ever dare to make another mistake."


Architects shared a natural relationship with sword-smithing clans. In addition, the Huang Clan was the largest sword-smithing clan in the Great Tang and could still be very useful. If Wang Chong wanted to do anything in the future, the Huang Clan would definitely be capable of playing a big role.


It was for this reason that Zhang Shouzhi was willing to intercede on the Huang Clan's behalf.


Only with master-class skills in forging could one forge sabers, swords, and all other kinds of weapons. The four great clans of Cheng, Zhang, Huang, and Lu did not only know how to forge sabers and swords.


Zhang Shouzhi quickly opened the carriage door and left.


But Wang Chong remained in the carriage, his mind in a state of agitation that he found impossible to pacify.


The sky outside the window was clear and bright, not a single cloud to be seen over the capital. Yet Wang Chong could smell the scent of a coming war on the air.


The Battle of Talas!


This thought flashed through Wang Chong's mind. This was the first and largest battle between Tang and Abbasid, the two mighty empires of the east and west.


And in Wang Chong's plans, this was a battle whose result he had to reverse, a battle he had to win!


Buzz!


Time slowly passed, and at some point while Wang Chong was lost in his thoughts, suddenly and without any warning, a sense of danger began to surge through his body. It was so intense and came upon him so quickly that Wang Chong felt like his skull would explode.


Wang Chong's eyes widened.


Bang!


With no time to think, Wang Chong burst through the wall of the carriage. As he flew out, he slapped his palm, sending a wave of Stellar Energy through the carriage to push the driver away as well.


Boom!


The moment Wang Chong jumped out of the carriage, there was a massive boom from behind him that sent out shockwaves of energy. Cries of alarm came from around him as the crowd backed away like they had encountered the plague.


Landing ten-some zhang away, Wang Chong turned around, and when he saw the scene behind him, his face turned ghastly pale.


The ground had collapsed, and in the center of this depression were the shattered remains of Wang Chong's bronze carriage. The shafts, the frame, the window, and all the other parts now lay scattered all over the place.


And in the center of these remains was a massive bronze bell, as heavy as a mountain. If Wang Chong had not reacted so quickly, he would have been smashed into a pulp along with the carriage by this giant bell.


"Where, where did this bronze bell come from?"


The carriage driver was seated on the ground, his face covered in blood, his eyes dyed with fear. A shard from the carriage had stabbed into his thigh, causing blood to run out, but he couldn't feel it at all. If Wang Chong had not pushed him away, he would have suffered the same fate as the carriage, pieces of him scattered across the ground.


"Run, run…"


"Grandma, grandma, I'm scared!"


……


The surroundings were in chaos. Many people had fallen over in fear, a few little girls were screaming, and graying old women had been so frightened that their faces had turned ghastly pale.


Many people were bloody with injuries from the flying debris from the carriage, but most of the people had just been frightened.


A Bolang bell!


Wang Chong stared at the bell, his complexion pale, his face grimacing.


More than a thousand years ago, during the Qin Dynasty, someone had attempted to assassinate Qin Shi Huang at Bolang1 with this sort of method. Wang Chong had not expected this same method to be used against him.




Buzz!


Wang Chong's gaze swept over the area and then up into the sky. Unlike others, Wang Chong was very sure that this bronze bell had dropped from the sky, and from a place very high up. But Wang Chong saw nothing in the sky.


Where had this bronze bell come from?


"Someone, clean this place up and have these people treated."


"Yes, Young Master."


The moment Wang Chong spoke, figures immediately rushed out from their hiding places in the surroundings. These were all guards from the Wang Clan. Now that Wang Chong was a marquis, the entire Wang lineage viewed him with incredible importance. Even if Wang Chong wasn't willing, Wang Chong's big uncle Wang Gen, his uncle-in-law Li Lin, and his little uncle Wang Mi would not let him have his way.


"Please come with me."


"Little girl, are you okay?"


……


The Wang Clan guards had barely emerged from the surroundings when the situation suddenly changed. Just when everyone was at their most relaxed, boom! The wall closest to Wang Chong suddenly exploded. A figure dressed in a massive suit of bronze armor, with a resplendent Halo of Thorns beneath his feet, charged out from the ruins of the wall.


"Xiwadala, sawusa, liwaernu!"


A strange set of foreign words came out of the giant man's mouth. While he was still speaking, his metal saber flashed, a massive stream of saber energy howling through the air to instantly wrap around Wang Chong.


Space itself seemed to be severed in two as the saber energy passed by, two fissures ten-some zhang tall appearing in the air.


"Aaaaah!"


Screams filled the air, and even those Wang Clan guards still in hiding paled. In the perceptions of the crowd, this armored man's aura was incredibly explosive, like violent waves that could drown all of them at a moment's notice.

______________
1.Zhang Liang, who would later become a leading statesman of the Han Dynasty that succeeded Qin, was a descendant of a clan that had a long history of working for one of the states eventually annexed by Qin. Zhang Liang, in order to take vengeance for his fallen state, expended his family's entire fortune in a bid to kill Qin Shi Huang. His assassination plan was thus: knowing that Qin Shi Huang would have to pass a place called Bolangsha as he toured the country, Zhang Liang had a heavy iron hammer weighing around 120 jin, around 160 pounds or 72 kilograms, made and hired a strong man to throw it. He then waited at Bolangsha for the Emperor's retinue to arrive. After seeing a carriage that he suspected to be Qin Shi Huang's, he ordered the strongman to throw the hammer, causing the carriage and its occupant to be crushed. Unfortunately for him, Qin Shi Huang was exceptionally paranoid and was sitting in another carriage, so the assassination was a failure and Zhang Liang was forced to flee.↩
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A Profound Martial realm expert, close to the Imperial Martial realm!


This thought flashed through the minds of the guards. They were just ordinary guards from the Wang Clan, no match for an expert of this level.


Buzz!


Suddenly, under their flabbergasted gazes, Wang Chong raised a finger, immediately stopping that grandiose and terrifying saber energy.


Boom! A blazing Sword Qi emerged from the tip of Wang Chong's finger and jolted that saber energy into pieces. At almost the same moment, Wang Chong flung out his left hand. While everyone was still trying to understand what was going on, Wang Chong was already thrusting his Wootz Steel sword through the air. The sword cut through the giant man's armor, its tip plunging into his heart and out through his back.


Clang!


The armored man's knees buckled and he dropped to the ground, the dazzling Halo of Thorns at his feet dispersing. The man's eyes were wide open, fixed on the nearby Wang Chong, apparently unable to believe that the blow he had unleashed with all his power had been so easily destroyed by Wang Chong.


"Not knowing your own strength!"


Wang Chong sneered as he flicked his sleeves and slowly walked forward. In the southwestern war, his strength had soared, allowing him to break into the Imperial Martial realm. He had even managed to easily slay Longqinba, so an opponent of this level was laughable.


Moreover, saber energy had never been centered on the principle of 'the more the better'. Quality would always overcome quantity in this domain, and Su Zhengchen's Art of God and Demon Obliteration was hailed as the greatest technique in the world. How could an ordinary saber energy compare to it?


Thwish! Thwish!


Wang Chong had barely walked two steps when his eyes suddenly flew open and a metal whistle rang out in his ears. Three black arrows, gleaming with a green luster, shot out from the end of the street in triangular formation. Appearing mere moments ago, they were already right in front of Wang Chong's face.


Bzz! Wang Chong's body slightly leaned to the side as if he had already predicted this attack, and the three arrows brushed past him by a hair. Bangbangbang! The three arrows struck an ancient scholar tree by the side of road, instantly turning it into powder.


Wang Chong easily dodged these toxic arrows, and then his body swayed, vanishing like a puff of smoke. When he next appeared, he was already several zhang away.


Boomboomboom!


Behind him, another wave of arrows was shooting over from the other direction, passing over the place he had been standing just moments ago. Dust plumed into the air as they blasted the wall that had been behind him to bits.


But all this was far from over…


"Kill him!"


Shouts came from all around. After these two waves of sneak attacks, people around Wang Chong suddenly tore off their disguises and rushed at him. Hu, people from the Western Regions, Tibetans, Arabians, even Han… these people had been following Wang Chong this entire time, choosing this moment to launch their ambush.


Swish! The first to arrive were the curved, crescent-moon-like scimitars of the Abbasid Caliphate. These unique blades that were less than one foot long were edged on both their front and back. Only the sides of the scimitars with their exquisite carvings could be touched.


In truth, this was also the only place the user of the scimitar could leverage their strength.


After these Arabian scimitars were various other weapons, humming in the air. The Hu, the people from the Western Regions, the Tibetans, the Arabians, and the Hans converged on Wang Chong like starving wolves, their halos intersecting and encircling Wang Chong, locking off all paths of escape.


And these Hu, the Western Regioners, Tibetans, and Arabians… no matter which race or tribe they belonged to, they had put aside everything and reached an invisible and silent agreement.


'Kill Wang Chong.'


Buzz!


In the blink of an eye, countless scimitars and assassination weapons seemed on the verge of striking true. Wang Chong only smiled calmly, as if these people didn't exist.


Thump! With a light stamp of his foot, a barrier of Stellar Energy with a faint reddish hue suddenly erupted out of his body and covered him like a bell jar. Clangclangclang! All the scimitars and other weapons halted as if they had struck a bronze wall.


"Your homework was too poor!"


Wang Chong glanced at his surroundings, a harsh and cold light in his eyes.


If these people had truly investigated him, they would have known that he was now a completely different person. He was no longer some ordinary warrior that could be defeated through sheer numbers.


It was obvious that these people had only discovered that he was a superb strategist, not that his cultivation in martial arts was similarly shocking.


"Li Siye!"


Wang Chong did nothing more, only shouted out a name.


Boom!


A mountain of a man suddenly burst out of the second floor of a nearby restaurant. On his back was a massive sword that was taller than the average adult man.


Boom!


Faint ripples flashed in the air. No one was able to see just how Li Siye had managed to pull out his sword as a fierce Sword Qi tore through the air, splitting the rear eight assassins at the waist.


The remaining Sword Qi slashed through the stones of the street, leaving a fissure ten-some zhang long.


"Ignore it and kill him!"


A sturdy Hu suddenly spoke in the Hu language and cast aside everything else, accelerating as he charged at Wang Chong.


But then a tiny dagger swept across his neck as well as the necks of his comrades. Thudthudthud! The remaining assassins were cut down like wheat stalks in the blink of an eye, their eyes wide as their bodies toppled.


"Lord Marquis, are you okay?"


Li Siye had put away his giant sword and hurried over.


"I'm fine. This only happened because their investigation was clearly lacking," Wang Chong lightly said as he slowly put away the tiny Wootz Steel dagger in his hand. This was a dagger that he had forged for himself. Its original intent was to practice his Sword Qi, but it was more than enough to deal with these assassins.


Clang!


Wang Chong gripped the Wootz Steel sword thrust into the heart of the kneeling corpse of the armored man and pulled. At the same time, his left hand reached out and removed the man's helmet.


"It really was a Turk!"


Wang Chong's face showed no surprise.


"It's not only the Turks. There were also Goguryeons, Arabians, Tibetans, and Western Regioners, even Khitans. Lord Marquis, with your victory in the southwest over Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang, everyone regards you as a thorn in their eyes," Li Siye worriedly said.


Wang Chong was outwardly at ease but inwardly vigilant. On the surface, he seemed alone, but his trusted aides had been following him the entire time. In these few short moments, countless people were pouring out from the surrounding restaurants, inns, alleys, and the distant ends of the streets.


Wang Chong's current status was no longer that of some ordinary scion of the Wang Clan.


He was no longer a mere scion, but a true noble.


Just his title as the Son of Heaven's disciple was enough for countless people to be keeping watch on him and protecting him from the shadows. If something were to truly happen to him at a critical juncture like this, no one would be able to bear the responsibility.


"Haha, this is a certainty."


Wang Chong waved his hands, unconcerned. After experiencing the hell of the southwest, he found it hard to be moved by such a minor incident.


"Oh, and didn't I already tell you? Why are you still calling me Lord Marquis?"


"Your subordinate does not dare. A distinction exists between above and below, and Young Master is now a marquis, personally bestowed the title of Young Marquis by His Majesty. If we at your side do not address you as Lord Marquis, other people will be even less willing to do so."


Li Siye lowered his head and gave a deep bow.


Wang Chong helplessly shook his head. Li Siye's personality really was like that of a rock. Once he began to stubbornly cling to a principle, no one would be able to convince him otherwise.


"I know that scolding you won't make a difference. Just follow me."


Wang Chong turned his head as he spoke. He could see several familiar figures hurrying over from that direction. From their uniform, Wang Chong could tell at a glance that these were people from the Bureau of Rites and the Chamberlain of Dependencies.


"Lord Marquis, our apologies for the slowness. Is Milord okay? Are there any injuries?"


"Lord Marquis, please forgive us. We will definitely strengthen the patrols. Such an incident will not repeat itself! These bastards, to be so bold! In broad daylight, they still dared to act so recklessly in the capital."


……


These officials dressed in crimson robes kicked at the corpses of the assassins, low curses whispered from their lips.


But in front of Wang Chong, these people had their faces turned stubbornly toward the ground, not daring to raise their heads, timidity on full display.


This was in broad daylight. If Wang Chong were to encounter some unexpected accident, everyone present would have to take the consequences from the Sage Emperor.


"Siye, talk with them. I have other matters, so I'll leave first."


Wang Chong didn't even glance at these people, leaving as soon as he gave this order.


The people of the Bureau of Rites and Chamberlain of Dependencies were closest to King Qi, and it was in these two government agencies that King Qi's faction wielded the most power. Wang Chong had not forgotten about what the Chamberlain of Dependencies and Bureau of Rites had done to him during the Kunwu Training Camp mission and the award ceremony.


A new Son of Heaven would bring in his own ministers. He might have been some obscure nobody back then, but he was now an existence that even the Bureau of Rites and Chamberlain of Dependencies had to bow and scrape to.


"Farewell, Lord Marquis."


Li Siye gave a deferential bow and quickly set about dealing with this incident for Wang Chong. With so many people dead, an explanation was demanded, and Li Siye could tell at a glance that the Court of Judicial Review, Imperial Army, and city guards had all arrived.


……


"Failed again! This brat is extremely perceptive. This is already the second time."


"That's right! None of the people we've wanted to kill have ever managed to live a second day. We managed to kill people far more formidable than him, but our methods appear to be useless against him."


"With things like this, there's nothing we can do. We still can't let ourselves be discovered. If outsiders discover our existence, the first people the master kills will be us."


Several thousand meters from the place where Wang Chong was attacked, two figures cloaked in black sat in the corner of a restaurant. The ground at their feet was covered in corpses. The waiters, maids, the owner, and the patrons… all of them had their eyes wide open as they lay in pools of blood.
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The air was suffused with the thick stench of blood, but the two black-robed figures continued to sit across from each other and drink as if nothing had happened.


If Solitary Wolf were present, he would definitely have been given a shock. The dress of these people and the aura they exuded were exactly the same as the people who had pursued him in Jiange.


No one could have expected them to follow the trail all the way from the southwest to the capital.


"It seems like we'll have to request Lu Wu's help."


Nearby, a third figure in black was standing on a corpse, suddenly speaking as he cleaned the blood off his sword.


The moment he said this, the entire restaurant turned deathly still, the faint smell of fear beginning to drift through the room.


"Oh, you're not willing? Don't forget, if the mission fails, we'll all be killed."


The third black-robed figure sneered at the silence of his comrades.


"But… Lu Wu is too bloodthirsty. If he makes too much of a ruckus and provokes the notice of that person in the Imperial Palace, we still might all end up dead," one of the black-robed figures at the table said in a shaky voice.


The capital of the Great Tang was said to be the most dangerous place in the world precisely because of that supreme existence of the world presiding over Taiji Palace, the Great Tang's Son of Heaven.


The third man instantly fell silent, deep apprehension in his eyes.


"…Hmph, relax, we're just a few shrimps. How could someone like him pay attention to us? And as Emperor, he has countless matters to deal with every day. Would he really throw aside government affairs and come to deal with minor players like us?"


Although he seemed to be speaking to the other two figures, the third black-robed man was actually trying to convince himself.


"In any case, we still have to do it, even if we don't want to. If we don't want to die, we have to unleash Lu Wu. As long as that brat is killed, we'll have made a great contribution. When the time comes, we just need to leave the capital as quickly as possible… Do you think we have any other choice?"


As he spoke, the third figure's voice grew increasingly resolved.


The expression in the eyes of the pair began to change. After a long silence, they both nodded.


"Let's do as you propose. Once Lu Wu is released, that brat's death will be assured. But if we do this, we'll have to leave as quickly as possible."


With these final words, the restaurant gradually fell back into silence.


……


The assassination attempt on the road had merely been a minor interlude to Wang Chong. Something that could make his heart thump a little was very hard to come by.


Seating himself in another carriage, Wang Chong changed course for the palace gates.


"Take me to the Death Prison."


Wang Chong flashed his marquis token, allowing him to smoothly proceed toward the Death Prison. Wang Chong was the Son of Heaven's disciple, and the token displaying his Young Marquis title had the insignia of the five-clawed dragon. This was unique amongst the marquises, a special gift the Sage Emperor had conferred on Wang Chong.


Other than the harem and a few special places, Wang Chong could use his Young Marquis token to freely travel through the majority of the Imperial Palace.


The Death Prison held convicts guilty of serious crimes, and few people were ever able to come out. But when compared to the imperial prison, which one could only leave alive with a pardon from the Sage Emperor, imprisonment in the Death Prison was a far lighter punishment.


Wang Chong proceeded toward his second brother Wang Bei's cell.


"Lord Marquis, please proceed!"


It was still the same set of guards, but they appeared much more respectful to Wang Chong this time, their heads bowed and their eyes fixed on the ground as they spoke.


By now, Wang Chong's reputation was well-known even to these guards of the Death Prison deep within the Imperial Palace, and they held an incomparably deep respect for him.


This was not Wang Chong's first time entering the Death Prison. He gave a slight nod to these guards and proceeded through the gate, walking the familiar path into its depths.


The dark cell was silent, the surroundings brimming with the dreadful stench of death. It was like he had walked into some dangerous netherworld.


However, there was no chill in this gloomy cell. On the contrary, a burning hot strength filled the place, as if an active volcano lay underground.


Everything about this place had changed since Wang Chong's first visit.


"Second Brother," Wang Chong called. As he looked at that long-haired figure in the cell with its back toward him, a hint of concern flashed through his eyes.


This sort of continuous release of heat was not normal. Wang Chong could sense that the Berserker Syndrome his second brother suffered from was getting more and more serious.


The cell was quiet and still. Nothing came from it except the endless heat.


After what seemed like ages, Wang Bei finally spoke, his voice flat and devoid of emotion. "You went to see Xu Qiqin?"




"Yes."


Wang Chong nodded, a thin smile on his face.


No one else had known that Xu Qiqin had been placed under house arrest in the Xu Clan, but Wang Bei had left a small message for Wang Chong.


In the southwestern war, the second wave of provisions, men, and armaments that Xu Qiqin had dispatched had all been intercepted and detained by King Qi, and the one who had acted on King Qi's behalf in leading the forces that intercepted all these convoys was Zhou Zhang.


King Qi was an Imperial Prince of the Great Tang, a member of the imperial household, which meant that there were many matters in which he could not personally take part. But Zhou Zhang was different. As King Qi's adopted son, he could wield King Qi's token and use the powers at his disposal to hinder Wang Chong.


Yet this would also not affect King Qi too much, or at the very least would not attract criticism from the imperial censors. If something really did go wrong, King Qi could claim complete innocence.


In these circumstances, Xu Qiqin was beset by problems external and internal, both her clan and King Qi pressuring her, leaving her unable to deal with any problems. And this second wave of supplies and men was extremely important to the Annan Protectorate army in the southwest.


Zhou Zhang and King Qi had placed themselves at this critical juncture.


But not even Zhou Zhang could have expected that he would meet his lifelong foe who had just left the Death Prison, Wang Bei.


At the end of the battle, Zhou Zhang was left heavily injured. When he was about to be killed, Wang Bei suddenly came back to his senses. However, those people who had accompanied Zhou Zhang had all been turned into corpses scattered around the feet of Wang Bei influenced by the Berserker Syndrome.


The sudden appearance of Wang Bei caused the scheme aimed against Wang Chong to vanish into nothing. The Sage Emperor had promised Wang Bei that he would be able to avoid the death penalty, but Wang Bei could do nothing about Xu Qiqin.


After all, the Xu Clan had the right to carry out its internal affairs how it pleased, and it was not proper for Wang Bei to interfere. It would not do for him to allow the Berserker Syndrome to break out so that he could slaughter the Xu Clan to a man.


Thus, after that battle, Wang Bei left a message for Wang Chong and then returned to the Death Prison.


For this reason, Wang Bei also managed to avoid censure from the imperial censors. Moreover, the Imperial City was forbidden ground, the Death Prison doubly so. Even though King Qi was left fuming upon hearing this news, he could do nothing about it.


"I can only help you this much. Since you've managed to resolve everything, you shouldn't have come. This is not a place where you should be."


Wang Bei spoke with his back still facing Wang Chong, his voice still emotionless.


"You're my second brother. We're family. Why can't I come?" Wang Chong calmly said.


"There's no need for such words. I've helped you this once, but I can't help you every time. In addition, when you leave, tell the guards that I won't be meeting anyone anymore, so… there's no need for you to come again!"


Wang Bei's voice was as cold as ice, carrying a tone that seemed intent on driving away visitors.


Wang Chong's heart ached as he gazed at that familiar back. This was his second brother, always doing things his own way since he was a child, always bearing all the pain and hardship alone.


He believed that he could handle everything alone, but things had changed.


"Second Brother, I know what you're thinking, but there are some things that you can't resolve by hiding away in the Death Prison. And the situation has changed so that hiding won't solve a single problem."


A hint of respect, as well as sympathy and heartache, flashed through Wang Chong's eyes as he stared at the body of his second brother wrapped in chains, hair flowing down his back.


Bang!


Wang Chong suddenly slammed his foot on the ground. The cell shook as a bloody energy exploded out of Wang Chong's body, instantly increasing the already broiling temperature.


Wang Chong's demeanor had originally been that of scholarly elegance, but he now appeared like a completely different person. His entire aura became violent, ruthless, suffused with the scent of bloodthirst and slaughter.


Careful observation would reveal that Wang Chong's aura was rather similar to Wang Bei's.


"How is this possible!!"


The earth hummed as Wang Bei turned his head, his eyes wide open, blood streaking through them. He stared with disbelief at the similarly savage face of Wang Chong.


"How could this have happened! Only one person in a single generation of the Wang Clan should suffer from Berserker Syndrome. I thought just me was enough, so why did you also get Berserker Syndrome?!!"


Clangclangclang! The chains shook and clattered. In a flash of light, Wang Bei appeared at the bars of the cell, his pale arms reaching out to snatch at Wang Chong. But they were forced to stop while still several feet from Wang Chong.


The entire cell was built to guard against Wang Bei's Berserker Syndrome. Anyone standing in the passage would be impossible to harm.


But Wang Bei seemed unaware of all this. The veins on his forehead were bulging and his expression was savage. It appeared like he had suffered some massive mental shock.


"The Berserker Syndrome… two people in one generation! How could this be, how could this be!!"


Wang Bei muttered to himself, his arms covering his head, his entire body trembling, his disheveled hair madly dancing in the air.


"Aaaah! This shouldn't be! I don't believe it, I don't!!"


Finally, Wang Bei raised his head, his eyes wide as he let out a painful howl. The entire cell trembled.


Wang Chong said nothing, only sympathetically watched his brother's anguished form.


The Berserker Syndrome was the Wang Clan's curse, a burden that his second brother had to bear alone. From the moment he realized that he suffered from Berserker Syndrome, his second brother had begun to intentionally distance himself from others.


He had even requested King Song and the Sage Emperor to imprison him in this lightless cell deep within the Death Prison.


Wang Chong knew what he was afraid of. He was worried that he would become like that legendary ancestor of theirs and kill everyone close to him. If there was a chance, Wang Chong didn't want to coerce him.


But Wang Chong was well aware that what he was doing was not simply coercion, but also helping his brother. If he were just left in this gloomy cell within the Death Prison, his second brother's life truly would end up destroyed.


Wang Chong could not watch him do this to himself.
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The world had already changed. At a time like this, Wang Chong required even more the assistance of his relatives, the assistance of Wang Bei.


His second brother had to realize that there were some matters that were even more important than the Berserker Syndrome that he was burdened with!


"Second Brother, don't fool yourself. You know that Berserker Syndromes can resonate with each other. You probably knew the moment I entered the capital. This is precisely why you wanted to refuse all visitors and hide in the Imperial Palace's Death Prison."


Wang Chong sighed. There was no way he couldn't tell what his second brother was thinking. But his ability to see through his brother's thoughts did not fill with Wang Chong's eyes with any pleasure, only bitterness.


"But, Second Brother, there are some things for which hiding is useless."


As Wang Chong spoke, he leaned his back against the wall of the passage and slowly slid to the ground. Whether or not his second brother was willing to listen, there were some things that Wang Chong had to say. He had to at least try one last time.


Wang Bei was trembling in his cell, apparently lost in his own world, unable to hear anything beyond it. But Wang Chong knew that his brother was listening to his every word.


Because they were brothers, because this was his second brother.


He might not respond, but he would definitely listen and help out.


"Second Brother, did you know? I've been made a marquis. His Majesty personally conferred the title of Young Marquis on me, a marquis title personally created by the Sage Emperor. This is probably the first time such a thing has been done in the history of the Great Tang."


Wang Chong spoke without care, his lips curling into a smile.


"In addition, Father and Big Brother have also been rewarded. They've received a large promotion, and in the future, their ranks in the military will only continue to rise, a smooth procession into the heavens. Your Wang Clan is certain to have limitless prospects, to be like the sun at its zenith. Even King Qi wouldn't dare to act so recklessly to deal with me as he did in the past."


The cell remained quiet, the only sound being Wang Chong's voice. But at some point, Wang Bei's body had ceased its painful tremblings.


Although there was still no response, his brother had at least stopped being so agitated. His entire person had calmed down.


But what Wang Chong said next was clearly outside his expectations.


"But, Second Brother, you know how it is. While everyone in the capital might be envious of our glory, whether it was me, Father, or Big Brother, all of us almost died on Yuanfeng Mountain in the southwest, in which case we would have never been able to come back."


As he spoke, Wang Chong shot a glance at Wang Bei, noticing that his brother's body had clearly shuddered for a moment. Wang Chong smiled before continuing.


"I know what you're thinking. I know that you don't want to harm us because of your Berserker Syndrome. But don't you know? Even if you lock yourself up in the Imperial Palace, you won't be able to change a thing.


"If I, Big Brother, and Father are fated to die, we'll still die in the end. The only difference is that it won't be you who will have killed us. But to us, what would be the difference?"


"The southwest… what in the world happened there?"


A voice suddenly emerged from the cell, interrupting Wang Chong. Although Wang Bei still had his back turned to Wang Chong, this was the first time since Wang Chong had entered the prison that he had taken the initiative to ask a question.


Wang Chong gave a bright smile and immediately began to give a detailed recount of the southwestern war. As a descendant of the Wang Clan, his second brother also had the right to know what had happened.


The entire southwestern war, from the initial departure, to the first battle, all the way to the final decisive battle—the recount of this war involving countless people emerged from Wang Chong's lips. As a primary participant and strategist, Wang Chong could give a far more detailed and far more hair-raising account than any other person.


Outsiders could only see the glory, but under the calm surface was a vicious undercurrent, far more savage and dangerous than any bystander could imagine.


Wang Chong spoke of a great deal. This was probably the most detailed retelling of the southwestern war in the world, and the number of people who had heard this story down to such a detailed level in the Great Tang could be counted on one hand.


In his cell, Wang Bei remained silent, showing no signs of emotion. But Wang Chong understood that he was definitely listening, and listening far more attentively than anyone else ever would.


"Second Brother, when the world is in danger, every man has their duty to save it. Our Wang Clan is a clan of ministers and generals, so we're naturally born with more responsibility than others. If not even we put in all our energy, what hope can there be for the empire?


"When the entire nest is overturned, no egg will be safe. You've also seen the danger the empire is in. The Great Tang is no longer the Great Tang of the past, and the foreign countries are also no longer their former selves.


"The world has already changed, and an undercurrent has already begun to surge beneath the calm surface. This definitely wasn't the first time, and it certainly won't be the last. We managed to luckily beat the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army this time, but what about the next time, or the time after that? What if all the countries bordering the Great Tang work together?


"Will we still be lucky then?


"Second Brother, my strength alone is too weak. I want to do some things, change some things, but these aren't things I can do alone.


"In this world, there are some things more important than the Berserker Syndrome.


"Second Brother, I need your help."


With these words, Wang Chong gave a deep sigh and stood. Whether or not his second brother had listened, he had said everything he wanted to say.


What came next wasn't for him to decide.


"Second Brother, there are things in this world more important than Berserker Syndrome. Berserker Syndrome is just a curse of the body, not the soul. Don't let your mind be controlled by your body."


Wang Chong left his brother with these final words.


The cell behind him fell into a deep silence. Wang Bei sat alone, saying nothing, his thoughts inscrutable.


……


As night fell, the entire capital was peaceful, the only sounds being those of watchmen and Imperial soldiers patrolling the streets. The red lanterns of the Wang Clan Residence were like the stars in the night sky.


Around the Wang Clan Residence, deep in the night, black-robed figures began to appear on the roofs of the surrounding buildings, unnoticed by anyone else.


"It's about time!"


"We can summon Lu Wu!"


"Remember, don't let the people of the Wang Clan escape. In addition, if any Imperial soldiers or watchmen arrive, kill them! Don't let them make trouble!"


……


The black-robed men watched the Wang Clan Residence in the center. It was peaceful there, the red lanterns hanging from its eaves adding to the serenity and warmth.


It was late, and all the servants and maids of the Wang Clan had already fallen into a deep sleep. Most of the guards had also gone to rest, with the few scattered guards left patrolling unable to pose any threat.


This was the best chance to strike.


Buzz!


The black-robed men seated themselves cross-legged on the surrounding rooftops, their fingers beginning to form hand seals. Dim pillars of light suddenly burst out, connecting the black-robed men to each other. In the blink of an eye, a strange and invisible formation shrouded the entire Wang Clan Residence.


Bzzt! No one in the darkness noticed a pitch-black dome begin to rise from the corners of the estate, slowly rising into the air to completely enclose the residence.


From the inside, it appeared like the sky over the Wang Clan Residence had darkened somewhat, but no one at this time noticed anything strange.


As the darkness gradually deepened, a strange air of unease began to permeate through the estate.


Crack!


At a pavilion on the northeast corner of the Wang Clan Residence, the ground suddenly began to open, a large sound coming from within.


"Who?"


"Who goes there?"


……


Sleeves flapping, a pair of Wang Clan guards flew through the air as they rushed toward the sound. But before they could react, bang, bang! Two arms thicker than the thighs of a normal adult exploded out of the ground and snatched at their ankles.


"Ah!"


The pair screamed as their clothes and the Stellar Energy within their bodies instantly ignited, flames pouring out of their eyes, mouths, and ears.


In a flash, these two Wang Clan guards had been burned into ash, tiny particles scattered through the air.


Rumble! The earth sundered apart as the thick and steely arms widened the fissure.




Roooar!


The roar of a beast came from underground as a strange giant rose up. His body was massive, his arms as thick as thighs and his thighs like giant stone pillars. He stood at a height of 2.7 or 2.8 meters, even taller than the Invincible Great General Li Siye.


"Kill!"


As this giant man roared, his entire body exploded with the brutal and vicious aura of some savage beast. Boom! His fist lashed out, but before it even struck, the pavilion several steps away shattered into pieces under the force of some invisible energy. The wood shards ignited into a fierce flame rising several zhang high.


"Kill! Kill everyone!" the giant roared, his eyes shining with a red light. His mouth constantly repeated the same phrases as his killing intent grew so thick that it seemed to take physical form, warping the surrounding space.


Bang! Bang!


The giant swept its eyes over the area and quickly locked onto a distant study, which it quickly began to stride toward. The well-lit study was like a beacon in the dark night.


"Hey!


"Who goes there! You dare to come to the capital's Wang Clan and run wild!"


The shout of a woman came from out of the gloom. There was a flash of light from a nearby building as a petite figure clothed entirely in black leaped off the roof toward the giant.



                                                                        Chapter 666: Lu Wu (II) 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




Miyasame Ayaka was extremely fast. In the entire Wang Clan Residence, she had been the first to arrive to the scene, so she was also the first to strike. Miyasame Ayaka had been appointed by Wang Chong as the first expert to respond to any incidents at night, while the entire Wang Clan was sound asleep.


Clang!


Just as she had expected, Miyasame Ayaka's sword stabbed at the chest of the giant. But rather than the sound of metal entering flesh, there was a spray of sparks and clang of metal. Miyasame Ayaka's sword had failed to break through.


"How could this be?!"


Miyasame Ayaka was shocked, her beautiful complexion paling as she lost her composure. Although the sword in her hand seemed unremarkable, it was actually a Wootz Steel sword that Wang Chong had personally forged for her, so sharp that a hair blowing by on a gust of wind would be cut in two.


Hardly anything could block this kind of weapon. Even the renowned plate armor of Ü-Tsang seemed to not exist before a Wootz Steel weapon, much less any other kind.


But this giant had relied purely on his flesh to block the Wootz Steel sword. This outcome was utterly inconceivable for Miyasame Ayaka.


Roar!


Miyasame Ayaka was stunned, but the giant was not. There was a flash of light as a steely fist the size of an alms bowl hurtled toward Miyasame Ayaka.


"Ah!"


With a scream, Miyasame Ayaka was sent flying along with her sword. Her body smashed into a roof ten-some zhang away, crashing through countless roof tiles.


Roar! Upon sending Miyasame Ayaka flying, the giant paid her no further attention, immediately resuming its charge toward the lantern-lit study.


"It's an assassin!"


The entire Wang Clan was now in an uproar, the loud clash having long ago roused everyone from their slumber. Countless guards were rushing out of their rooms, streaming in from all directions to stop the giant.


"Aaaaah!"


With a single punch from the giant, guards were sent screaming into the air, many of them bursting into violet flames in midair. Their bodies and clothes were burned into ash that dispersed through the air.


Boomboomboom! No matter how many people came at the giant or how powerful they were, they were all like sheep before a tiger. A single punch was enough to pulverize them and burn their remains to ash.


Even all together, the Wang Clan guards were naught but ants before the giant. Not a single one of them could take even a single blow.


Flames began to spread through the estate, incinerating all the halls, towers, pavilions, and promenades. The massive giant was like a destroyer, leaving only ash in his wake.


"Halt!"


Just when it seemed like the giant was about to annihilate the Wang Clan Residence, kill all the guards, and continue unimpeded toward Wang Chong's study, a roar came out of the night.


Boom! In a flash, just when the giant seemed about to break out of the encirclement, a massive figure equipped with heavy armor clashed with him.


……


In the study, Wang Chong sat cross-legged by a lantern. After returning from the Imperial Palace and paying respects to his mother, Wang Chong had entered the study and begun to cultivate.


This was how Wang Chong had spent the majority of his time since his return to the capital.


But this night was bound to be different from the rest.


"Ah!"


Scream after scream came from outside. At the start, Wang Chong had not paid them much attention. After all, although the Wang Clan couldn't be considered a den of hidden experts, there were still many experts gathered here. It was not a place some ordinary person could barge into.


And besides, Miyasame Ayaka and Li Siye were patrolling in the darkness.


But Wang Chong gradually began to feel that something was wrong, as the screams outside seemed to only grow more intense, and were soon joined by the booms of buildings collapsing.


This was certainly not a sign that the conflict was coming to an end.


"What's going on? The capital is an important area under the feet of the Son of Heaven. How could there be someone capable of intruding into a place like this?"


Wang Chong's brow furrowed as he stood up. Throwing the door open, he walked out of the study. Even though Wang Chong had already mentally prepared himself, he was still given a massive shock when he saw the scene outside.


Although the Wang Clan's residence could not compare to the luxury of King Qi or King Song, it was still a clan of ministers and generals. Its buildings had been constructed in a distinguished style, with all the pavilions, towers, gardens, and ponds appropriate to a clan of its status.


But when Wang Chong walked out of the study, he was greeted with an entirely different scene. A vast stretch of the buildings, gardens, and ponds had been destroyed, flattened.


Flames were still blazing amongst the ruins, and everywhere Wang Chong looked, the ground was covered in a thick layer of black ash. In the center of this black ash was a giant 2.7 or 2.8 meters tall, his muscles bulging, his body towering like a mountain in the ruins of the estate.


Across from him, the Invincible Great General Li Siye was currently engaged in fierce combat.


Although he had not seen the battle, the smell of burnt flesh in the air was enough to make Wang Chong instantly pale.


"What sort of monster is this?"


Wang Chong had seen his fair share of experts, including Huoshu Huicang and Duan Gequan, but not a single one of them had given off the feeling Wang Chong got from this monster.


This was a killing machine constructed for the purpose of slaughter. Wang Chong could not feel any emotion from his body, only an intense desire to kill and destroy.


Clang!


Without the slightest hesitation, Wang Chong extended his right hand and pulled out his Wootz Steel sword. Bang! His foot slamming down, Wang Chong cannoned into the air.


"Leaping Dragon Art!"


A dragon roared as Wang Chong's body spiraled in the air, exhibiting his most powerful technique. This technique was originally meant for use with a spear, but Wang Chong had modified it so that it could be used with any kind of weapon while still maintaining its original strength.


Boom! Wang Chong streaked down from the sky like a shooting star and smashed into the giant's head, his Wootz Steel sword aimed accurately at his Baihui Point.


At Wang Chong's current level of strength, the Leaping Dragon Art possessed a monstrous power. The earth trembled at the moment of impact, the ground beneath the giant's feet cracking as his feet sank down.


How could this be…


Wang Chong's pupils constricted as his heart shivered. At this moment, Li Siye's voice rang out.


"Young Master, careful!"


Before Wang Chong could react, he saw a fist the size of an alms bowl, suffused with a destructive energy, quickly filling his field of vision as it hurtled toward him.


Bang!


Wang Chong immediately sent a fist flying out in response, striking the giant's. Boom! A powerful wave of energy swept through him and Wang Chong's body shuddered. Despite his incredible strength, he was incapable of standing against this power and was sent flying.


Hwoom! A violet flame suddenly began to blaze from the hand that Wang Chong had used to punch the giant.


"What sort of monster is this?"


The Stellar Energy within Wang Chong exploded, instantly extinguishing the violet flame, but he had to expend quite a significant amount.


"Young Master, be careful. This monster is extremely dangerous. The energy within him can ignite our Stellar Energy. Anyone with insufficient strength will end up being burned to ash. This was how those guards died."


Li Siye forced the monster away with his sword and retreated to Wang Chong's side. Wang Chong noticed that his fist was also scorched black. He had clearly also been wounded by that giant's strange violet flames.


"But the strangest thing of all is still the black scales on his body. Our Wootz Steel swords are unable to wound him."


Li Siye's chest was heaving as he stared at the giant, deep shock evident in his eyes. His cultivation and the large Wootz Steel sword he carried on his back had been enough for Li Siye to kill countless formidable opponents. However, he had never encountered an opponent so frightening and dangerous.


A monster that could block Wootz Steel swords with its body shouldn't have existed in this world.


Wang Chong said nothing, only stared at the giant. Although he hadn't noticed before, Li Siye's words had made him examine the giant's body more closely. The giant truly was covered in a dense coating of black scales.


"This isn't something a human can have!"


Wang Chong's eyes widened. The being before him had surpassed the bounds of a human being. Li Siye was the tallest person he had ever seen, but this being before him was somewhat taller than Li Siye, a true giant.


And those black scales on his body capable of blocking Wootz Steel swords were certainly not normal.


Wang Chong had no recollection of such a monster in his memories, not in this life or the last.


"Kill! I want to kill you all!"


Although Wang Chong and Li Siye had stopped, the giant was still going. His gaze quickly turned, shifting from his former opponent Li Siye to Wang Chong, the bloody light in his eyes flaming to life.


Boom!


In a flash of light, a gout of violet flame plunged out of the sky toward Wang Chong and Li Siye.


"Move!"


The flame splashed down and exploded, carpeting the ground in stone shards and violet embers. Wang Chong and Li Siye dodged to the left and right respectively to avoid this attack.


"Hahaha, that brat came himself!"


"Lu Wu has already locked onto the target. That brat is dead for sure."


"No one can stop Lu Wu. That fellow's strength is limitless and no edge or tip can pierce his body. Just the violet flames on his body are enough to burn them to ash."


"Pay attention to the shroud. Starting from now, no one is allowed to see or discover what's happening here. The longer Lu Wu fights, the angrier and more powerful he becomes. All we need to worry about now is taking care of the aftermath."


"Once the target is eliminated, we'll immediately take our leave."


……


The black-robed figures sat around the Wang Clan Residence, their eyes glimmering with cold light. When Lu Wu struck, he would not stop until the last person was killed.


The people of the Wang Clan were doomed!


All they needed to do was maintain the formation. In the gloom, the dark shroud continued to enclose the Wang Clan Residence, growing darker and darker, trapping within all light and sounds of battle.
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Bang! Bang! Bang!


Dust roiled and waves of energy spread through the Wang Clan Residence. Lu Wu was like a beast in human form in his mad pursuit of Wang Chong. His strength was unfathomably vast, and no wall or building could halt his steps.


"Careful!"


Li Siye tightly gripped his sword, his mood nervous to the extreme. From the moment Wang Chong had appeared, this monster had placed all his attention on Wang Chong.


Wherever Wang Chong fled, he would follow.


Wherever he passed, not even a roof tile would remain!


"Li Siye, try his armpit, belly, back, tailbone, and Life Gate!"


Wang Chong shot out of a dust cloud and into the sky, rolling in midair before smoothly landing on a nearby roof.


Such was the enormity of this giant's strength that not even Wang Chong's Imperial Martial strength was capable of standing against him. Moreover, his skin was so impervious that not even a Wootz Steel sword could make any headway, causing Wang Chong's Little Yinyang Art to also be ineffective.


"It's useless! This monster doesn't even have any lethal acupuncture points. It's simply not possible to deal with him with our strength."


Li Siye's voice came from the rear. His sword was taller than a man and capable of cleaving open mountains, but when it struck the giant's body, it felt like it did nothing at all.


"I can't believe it! Just how tough is this monster?"


Li Siye clenched his teeth, his mind in turmoil. His sword could not be blocked by just a powerful defense. It would also require an incredible resilience.


The scales could block the edge of a Wootz Steel sword and the flesh could resist the impact of Stellar Energy. These kinds of capabilities were simply absurd. Neither Wang Chong nor Li Siye had ever encountered such a bizarre opponent.


"He must have a weakness. Someone with no weakness doesn't exist. Try his eyes. I don't believe that his eyes can block a Wootz Steel sword."


Wang Chong called out, and as he spoke, his fingers shot out two dazzling streams of almost solid Sword Qi toward the giant's eyes.


But Wang Chong's Sword Qi soon splattered against an invisible barrier and quickly faded away.


Both Wang Chong and the nearby Li Siye slightly paled at this sight. This giant's cultivation had already reached an extremely astonishing level.


His defense was utterly comprehensive and all-encompassing.


If even his eyes possessed such powerful defense, it was difficult to imagine any other method of defeating this monster.


Boom! While Wang Chong was thinking, Lu Wu raised his right hand and sent another punch at him. There appeared to be nothing flying through the air at him, but Wang Chong still widened his eyes and immediately took off into the air.


Down below, the earth quaked as the two-storey building crumbled and began to blaze with violet flames.


Lu Wu's attacks were noiseless, and it was often the case that when he was still several zhang away, his attack would come forward like an invisible tide of energy. If one was slow to react, one would die without even knowing why.


And the violet flames he concealed within his body remained a persistent and enormous threat.


"Just what is this thing?"


Countless thoughts were flitting through Wang Chong's mind. He had been attempting to discover the origins of this giant the entire time, but he had so far met with failure.


Even with memories from two lives, Wang Chong had been unable to recall any sort of information about this monster.


Such a thing was simply impossible!


As the world's Grand Marshal, Wang Chong had possessed the highest authority in that world. Whether it was the secrets of the Great Tang, Ü-Tsang, the Turks, the Abbasid Caliphate, or even something like the Skyquaking Giants, Wang Chong was able to learn of it.


But he couldn't find a shred of information about this monster, much less investigate his abilities.


This was a complete anomaly!


Buzz!


Suddenly, while Wang Chong was still thinking, a figure rapidly began to approach.


Shit! How did he suddenly get so fast?


Wang Chong's face was slightly stunned.


Although the giant was strong, he couldn't compare to Wang Chong's speed, which was crucial to Wang Chong's ability to easily maneuver around it. But now, for some reason, the giant had clearly gotten much faster.


Boom! A large pillar behind Wang Chong was pulverized. Meanwhile, Wang Chong had suddenly turned into three, his Wootz Steel sword slashing at the giant's neck.


Clang! There was a burst of sparks as the Wootz Steel sword was once more blocked by the dense covering of black scales covering the giant's neck. Clangclangclang! Li Siye had chosen the same moment to bring his massive sword to bear, unleashing a flurry of blows on the giant's head, neck, back, thigh…


Showers of sparks lit up the night, but both of their Wootz Steel swords had failed to make a single mark.


Roar!


The giant raised his arms, and a wave of endless and violent energy exploded out from him.


With this one strike, the once War Saint and future Invincible Great General were sent flying like ragdolls.


Violent flames spread across their bodies like they were covered in oil.


"Damn it!"


Wang Chong gritted his teeth. He could sense that this monster was seemingly getting stronger and stronger. Moreover, the violet flames were like maggots on his bones, constantly consuming Wang Chong's internal energy.


On the battlefield, Wang Chong wouldn't care, as the Little Yinyang Art could replenish his energy at any time.


But now, in this different location, the Little Yinyang Art had become completely useless.


"Kill! Kill everyone!"


Lu Wu's eyes blazed with a bloody light as his body cracked and groaned. His already giant figure of 2.7 to 2.8 meters now grew even larger, to around 2.9 meters. He seemed even larger, more muscular, more terrifying, even more powerful and imposing.


Boom!


His pillar-like legs pushed against the ground and he left behind afterimages as he shot into the air. With a thick killing intent, he lunged toward Wang Chong like a bolt of lightning.


"Young Master, be careful!"


Li Siye was stunned. The energy exuded by the giant was clearly growing more crazed, violent, dangerous, and lethal.


But the thing that worried Li Siye the most was still the fact that the giant's energy was continuing to increase.


"Don't kill my brother!"


Suddenly, the voice of a girl rang out in his ears. Several dozen zhang away, a crowd of Wang Clan maids and servants were shivering in fear. The middle-aged beauty and the eight- or nine-year-old girl standing at the front of this crowd were particularly striking.


The little girl was furious, viciously glaring at Lu Wu. Bang!With no warning whatsoever, the girl suddenly charged forward.


"Yao-er!"


"Little Sister, get out of the way!"


Wang Chong paled, but his voice was still echoing in the air when Wang Xiaoyao's petite figure, dragging a blur behind it, crashed into the mountainous figure of Lu Wu.


Rumble! The earth shook as these two completely contrasting figures rammed against each other, but the sound was like the roar of some giant beast.


Waves of energy exploded, throwing the winds into chaos and even causing the roof tiles and debris on the ground to go flying.


Boom! The small figure was sent flying out of the dust, but that figure quickly recollected itself, gave a snort, and went charging back in.


"Little Sister!"


Wang Chong was stunned.


"Li Siye, hurry and move!"


Wang Chong became one with his sword and flew into the dust. At the same time, Li Siye let out a roar and followed Wang Chong in.


Boomboomboom!


Heaven-shaking booms came from within the dust. The trio of Wang Chong, Li Siye, and Wang Xiaoyao were now engaged in an intense melee with Lu Wu.


Both Wang Chong and Li Siye were elite experts of the age, so the truly shocking thing was Wang Xiaoyao's display of strength. This youngest daughter of the Wang Clan had been born with a divine strength, and with the guidance of Wang Chong's master, the Demonic Emperor Old Man, her astonishing talent had been unearthed, causing her strength to soar to even more frightening levels.


In the southwestern war, Wang Xiaoyao had essentially not used any sort of martial arts, but with her metal hammers in hand, she had been unstoppable. Whether it was man or horse, they were all taken care of with a single hammer blow.


Even generals had not been able to take a single blow. Such godly strength was truly terrifying!


In terms of pure fleshly strength, neither the greatly empowered Wang Chong nor the future Invincible Great General Li Siye could compare to Wang Chong's little sister, and it was no small gap.


They weren't even on the same level!


But even so, the combined strength of this trio was only barely enough to stand against the giant Lu Wu.


Roooar! "Kill! Kill! Kill! Everyone must be killed!"


Lu Wu continued to roar, his arms flailing, each blow carrying enough strength to shatter mountains. Meanwhile, his body was giving off wave after wave of Stellar Energy, his special energy causing the Stellar Energy in the bodies of the three to ignite into violet flames, rapidly draining them of their strength.


"What a powerful little girl! How could this Wang Clan have so many formidable characters?"


Upon seeing the fierce Wang Xiaoyao suddenly charge out and stymie the advance of the giant Lu Wu, the black-robed figures surrounding the Wang Clan Residence were flabbergasted.


One Wang Chong was powerful enough. Their organization had attempted to assassinate him several times, but he had predicted their strikes each time and avoided them. And this Li Siye was also able to engage in direct combat with Lu Wu. Now, this little girl who wasn't even ten had suddenly appeared. Though she seemed delicate and refined, her strength was simply astonishing. She was even fiercer than Li Siye…


None of these black-robed figures had ever expected this.


It was already enough for an average great clan to have just one expert at this level, but this tiny Wang Clan had actually managed to gather three!
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"Hmph, so what if they have three Imperial Martial realm experts? Against Lu Wu, it's still useless. They'll still die in vain!"


Very quickly, a black-robed figure seated in the northwest corner, wearing a metal mask depicting a savage demon on his face, began to sneer. He was now glad that they had decided to use Lu Wu for tonight's operation. Otherwise, with these three hidden Imperial Martial realm experts of the Wang Clan, they truly might have suffered grievous casualties.


"Everyone, listen up! Put everything into maintaining the boundary! In just another hour, the battle will be over!" the man with the demon mask coldly ordered.


Lu Wu's body was impervious to all weapons. Moreover, as the battle continued, his fury increased, as did his strength. In the end, everyone in the Wang Clan, including the target of this operation, would still end up dead!


Probably not even the people of the Wang Clan would have expected that this formation was not purely to prevent the people of the Wang Clan from fleeing, or to prevent outsiders from realizing that a battle was taking place within. Its more important purpose was preventing Lu Wu from injuring his own side.


Once Lu Wu had fought for more than an hour, he would reach a breaking point. His speed, strength, and the violet flames within him would undergo a qualitative transformation. In a short time, his speeds would climb to inconceivable levels.


Once Lu Wu went berserk, he would need only ten minutes to flatten the entire Wang Clan Residence. Only after ten minutes, when all targets had been eliminated and there were no living beings in his surroundings, would Lu Wu finally calm down.


But not even the black-robed figures could predict everything. The situation developed a little differently from what they imagined…


"Yaaaa! I don't believe that you're stronger than me!"


In the melee, Wang Xiaoyao suddenly exploded with a barbaric strength, provoked by the shocks that Lu Wu had given her. Bang! Her foot stomped down and Wang Xiaoyao lithely leaped onto the back of Lu Wu's shoulder.


She held onto him with one hand while snatching at his neck with the other.


"Owwww!"


Lu Wu's body trembled in pain and he yowled, but all his cries were restricted to the Wang Clan Residence, with no sound able to leak out.


"I let you hit me, I let you hit me!" Wang Xiaoyao harshly shouted, gritting her teeth. She was never one to admit a loss, and the fact that she had been on the losing side of this fight against Lu Wu this entire time had already pushed her temper to its breaking point. Bangbangbang! Her tiny fists pummeled Lu Wu with the strength of mountains, each strike causing Lu Wu's body to shudder, each strike more powerful than any attack of Wang Chong's or Li Siye's.


Lu Wu was born with extremely tough flesh, but the young lady of the Wang Clan was born with an astonishing strength that was a complete match for Lu Wu.


Hoooowl! Lu Wu howled in pain as he finally succeeded in using an elbow to throw Wang Xiaoyao off.


"Little Sister!"


Wang Chong made an arc through the air as he shot over, his right arm agilely extending to snatch his sister's back.


"Third Brother, I'm fine! Hmph, what a monster! He still let me rip out a few of his scales!"


Wang Xiaoyao spat out some saliva and opened her hand, throwing aside the pitch-black shards in her palm.


"Scales?"


Wang Chong's eyes widened as they followed the shards that Wang Xiaoyao had thrown away. Close by, he noticed several fine black scales inconspicuously lying in a pile of debris, their surfaces glimmering with a cold light.


Although these scales were unremarkable against the rubble, the sight of them instantly caused massive waves to rise in Wang Chong's mind. His gaze suddenly turned toward the nearby Lu Wu, still being held down by Li Siye.


At a glance, nothing seemed different about this mysterious giant, but Wang Chong quickly made a new discovery. On his neck, Wang Chong could clearly see that several small scales were missing, faint violet blood seeping out from within.


"This is…"


Astonished, Wang Chong suddenly understood something and turned his head toward the innocent face of his little sister.


He had always known of his sister's godly strength, but ever since his sister had gone to the spirit vein mountain to be taught by the Demonic Emperor Old Man, Wang Chong did not know much stronger she had gotten. During the southwestern war, his sister had also done her utmost to avoid him, so it had also been some time since Wang Chong had seen her fight.


Wang Chong had not expected his little sister to be this strong. Not even his Wootz Steel sword utilized with all his strength was capable of breaking one of that giant monster's scales, but his little sister had mounted his neck and succeeded in ripping his scales off with her bare hands!


"Li Siye, think of a way to hold him! I'll be there soon!"


Wang Chong didn't have any more time left to think. He once more raised his sword, placing both hands on its hilt. Boom!There was another heaven-shaking boom as the sword roared. Wang Chong shot up from the ground, his Wootz Steel sword drawing a massive arc through the air as it slashed down!


Boom!


Violet flames were cleaved apart by the sword while the massive figure of Lu Wu was also forced back into the ground.


Roar!


Waves of energy spread outward as the bloody flame in Lu Wu's eyes strengthened. His massive arms swung down at Wang Chong's head.


The touch of a single palm would cause even steel to crumple and rock to shatter, let alone a body of flesh and bone. But as Lu Wu's arms flew through the air, clang! A sword taller than a man slashed at his arms. Lu Wu howled in pain as his arms were jolted away by Li Siye.


Lu Wu's left hand came in to strike Wang Chong, but Li Siye swiftly turned his sword around and again jolted it away.


This pair worked with extreme speed and harmony. While Li Siye was fending off Lu Wu's attacks, Wang Chong reached out two fingers and plunged them into the gap made when Wang Xiaoyao pulled out the scales.


By ripping off the scales, Wang Xiaoyao had also created several small wounds.


"Little Yinyang Art!"


With his two fingers inserted into Lu Wu's neck, Wang Chong instantly activated the most heretical of the world's techniques, the Little Yinyang Art. The Little Yinyang Art originally required the use of the Little Yinyang Sword as well as for the opponent to be heavily injured or on the brink of death. However, Wang Chong had greatly advanced in the Little Yinyang Art, causing it to undergo a qualitative change.


From a certain perspective, a perfected Little Yinyang Art already possessed a part of the abilities of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art. Even if Wang Chong didn't use the Little Yinyang Sword and his opponent wasn't heavily injured or dying, he could still absorb their energy.


This was the true face of the world's evilest art, but Wang Chong's abilities were still shallow. He couldn't be like the Demonic Emperor Old Man, instantly sucking away his opponent's energy and transforming them into a dried-up husk.


Even so, this was enough for Wang Chong.


Rumble! A rich, cold, and domineering energy began to surge from Lu Wu's body into Wang Chong's body, instantly dispersing into Wang Chong's meridians.


Wang Chong suddenly felt like he had been dropped into an ice house, his meridians and blood energy seeming to freeze. Strangely, however, this icy and domineering energy also seemed to contain the heat of a volcano.


The contrast of these two opposite energies, hot and cold, made Wang Chong feel like his body was being torn apart.


Wang Chong had never experienced something like this. After all the opponents he had fought, this was the first time Wang Chong had ever encountered such a strange energy.


"What sort of monster is this?"


Wang Chong's entire body shivered. Even Great Generals wouldn't possess such a complicated Stellar Energy, but this strange monster did.


However, Wang Chong quickly discovered the advantages of this energy. A boundless vigor began to surge through his body. His Stellar Energy reserves had been greatly exhausted through this battle, but not only were they now replenished, Wang Chong discovered that the injuries inflicted by violet flames were instantly healed. Even his muscles and cells were invigorated.


Wang Chong had truly never encountered such a unique form of energy.


Boom!


In a flash of light and a gust of wind, two black silhouettes swiftly began to hurtle toward Wang Chong. Boom! Wang Chong's eyes flashed as his body jumped away from Lu Wu's head, barely managing to avoid Lu Wu's lethal attack.


"Owwww!"


Lu Wu's eyes blazed with killing intent. As he saw Wang Chong leap away, he raised his head, pushed with his legs, and shot like a cannonball into the air in pursuit.


But before he could get very far, two steely hands caught his ankles and flung him back down to the ground.


"Get down here!"


Li Siye's furious roar shook the heavens. Time and time again, Lu Wu had managed to beat him down, stimulating the rage of this proud and irritable Invincible Great General.


His fist burst into violet flame and his Stellar Energy was continuously burned away. Even the clothes on his chest were burned away, revealing his bulging muscle, yet Li Siye did not care.


Boom!


Lunging forward, his eyes spitting flame, Li Siye charged toward Lu Wu like a beast, punch after punch landing against the giant as they fell into combat.


Meanwhile, Wang Chong had landed on the nearby ruins of a wall. With a light leap, he shot back into the fray, his fingers once more plunging into Lu Wu's neck. The Little Yinyang Art was activated again and that icy and domineering energy once more surged into his body.


Wang Chong's strength was quickly increasing. In a few short moments, he had returned to his peak energy levels. In contrast, Lu Wu, whose strength had been swelling this entire time, suddenly found his strength wavering like a candle in the wind under the effects of the Little Yinyang Art.


Although his strength was still rising, the rate had clearly been slowed.
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"Damn it! What sort of technique does this brat have that he's even able to absorb Lu Wu's energy?"


Outside the Wang Clan Residence, the black-robed leader wearing the demon mask, seated on a roof to the northwest, suddenly stood up. His teeth were clenched as he viciously glared at Wang Chong.


"Leader, we did not receive any information on the target having this ability. He was probably hiding it," said a black-robed man from the side. His bearing was that of an attendant, his expression extremely respectful.


Bang! Before he could finish speaking, a massive stream of energy struck and sent him flying twenty-some zhang.


"What hidden ability? It's clear that your investigation was poor. You essentially gathered no information about the target."


The leader's eyes were spitting flames, his expression wrathful.


This was not Lu Wu's first operation. He had existed for more than a century and handled even greater opponents. Never had he needed to use this much time. It usually only required a few moments for Lu Wu to smoothly dispose of the target, with the rest of the time taken up with winding things down.


But in this operation, the same Lu Wu was finding himself hindered at every turn, and the target could even absorb Lu Wu's strength. Such a situation had never occurred.


No one could endure Lu Wu's energy. In past experiments, all people who interacted with his energy died without exception. But now, right before their eyes, someone could extract Lu Wu's strength without the assistance of any sort of tool or device.


If they were not witnessing it, they would have never dared to believed that such a thing was possible.


"Leader, should we dispatch people within to work with Lu Wu to kill him?" another black-robed man proposed.


"Have you gone senile? Lu Wu can't tell friend from foe. When he starts killing, he won't let anyone go. How could we work with him?"


The black-robed man who had offered the suggestion immediately fell quiet.


"We can't do anything right now except maintain the boundary. In addition, the information that the target can absorb Lu Wu's energy must be immediately reported," the black-robed leader harshly commanded. "Also, recite the mantra for hardening the formation and prepare to stimulate Lu Wu's strength. No matter what, we have to kill the target as quickly as possible."


"But, Leader, this will harm Lu Wu and lessen his life. The Lord will not be happy."


"This isn't something you should be worrying about. All of you know just how powerful Lu Wu's energy is. Only the heavens know what will happen if the target is able to absorb large quantities of it. If the mission is failed, who here can bear the responsibility? Do you want all of us to die here?"


The surrounding men quickly fell silent, no one stating any further objections to their leader's orders. They began to chant strange spells, causing black smoke to roil up and vanish into the dark shroud covering the Wang Clan Residence.


……


Within the estate, the battle between Lu Wu and the trio of Wang Chong, Li Siye, and Wang Xiaoyao had reached a fever pitch. Smoke roiled everywhere while gravel and wood shards were sent flying this way and that by waves of energy.


As these pieces of debris struck the surrounding walls, they left a dense patchwork of holes, each about the size of a finger.


"Ah!"


Cries of alarm came from the distance. The maids and servants trembled in fear, their faces pale.


The Wang Clan was a clan of ministers and generals, its perimeter patrolled by the Imperial Army. It considered itself to be absolutely safe in the capital.


None of these people had ever experienced something like this. That human-shaped monster had already destroyed more than half of the Wang Clan Residence, leaving only ruins and desolation.


"What's going on? Such a major incident, so why hasn't the Imperial Army arrived?"


Several dozen zhang away, Wang Chong's mother, Madam Wang, stood next to an artificial mountain, her face ghastly pale and fraught with concern.


"Madam, the steward has already left to call them, but for some reason he hasn't returned," a servant girl said in a trembling voice, her face pale and her lips pursed.


"Take some people to go and see. We have to get the Imperial Army here," Madam Wang said.


Wang Chong and Wang Xiaoyao were both extremely strong, but it was clear that the brother and sister pair along with Li Siye were on the losing side.


Even someone like Madam Wang, who did not practice martial arts, could tell that Wang Chong's defeat was only a matter of time.


"Little Sister, get control of his legs!


"Li Siye, pay attention to his hands! Do all you can to suppress him! Don't give him time to attack me or my sister.


"Little Yinyang Art!"


……


Wang Chong was constantly working together with Li Siye and Wang Xiaoyao to hold down Lu Wu.


Wang Chong could already tell that the Little Yinyang Art was critical for dealing with this monster. As long as he could absorb the monster's energy, the monster could be constrained to a certain level of strength.


But this was still far from enough, as this monster had a very unique strength. As time passed, he would grow stronger and stronger, with not even the Little Yinyang Art capable of halting this trend.


"No! If this continues, we'll be exhausted to death!" Wang Chong suddenly said.


In the southwestern war, he had killed more than ten thousand Mengshe–Ü-Tsang soldiers in a row, but against this black-scaled monster, Wang Chong was like a child trying to hold down a giant beast. There was a constant feeling that he would get shaken off and lose control.


Moreover, the monster's violet flames still presented an enormous threat. Wang Chong could use the Little Yinyang Art to replenish his energy, and his little sister was born with a godly strength, so she could manage without Stellar Energy.


But Li Siye was clearly reaching his breaking point.


More than half of his energy had been burned away by the violet flames. If this continued, Li Siye would soon drop out of the battle, and then they would all be dead.


"Young Master, hurry and leave. I'll hold it down while you and the madam withdraw! Our strength alone isn't enough to deal with this monster! We have to call over the experts of the Imperial Army and work with them," Li Siye said, his chest heaving, his body drenched in sweat. It was clear that he had consumed a great deal of strength.


"No, you take my little sister and leave while I delay him!"


Before Wang Chong could finish speaking, he heard a childish and dissatisfied voice at his ear.


"Hmph, the two of you can leave if you want, but I won't! I don't believe that I can lose to him."


Wang Xiaoyao's face was stubborn, and her fuming demeanor was enough to give Wang Chong and Li Siye headaches. Wang Xiaoyao was completely different from how she was before. With her mind set, not even Wang Chong and Li Siye together could change her mind.


Perhaps this could have been put aside at any other time, but right now, this was fatal!


Li Siye said nothing, only shot Wang Chong a hurried glance in a brief interval in the battle. This little lady of the Wang Clan had a willful demeanor, a high status, and most importantly, an astonishing level of strength. Li Siye did not have the authority to order her around.


He could only rely on Wang Chong for that.


"Little Sister, don't mess around!" Wang Chong said with a deep frown.


"Hmph, I don't care!"


Wang Xiaoyao was resolved, charging forward to fight with Lu Wu. Waves of energy shot out, causing the clouds of dust engulfing the Wang Clan Residence to grow thicker and thicker.


Boom!


Wang Xiaoyao had departed quickly and now returned just as quickly. With a boom, a black silhouette shot out of the dust and crashed into the ground in a spray of debris.


Roar!


After sending Wang Xiaoyao flying with a punch, Lu Wu immediately lunged at Wang Chong with a roar, his crimson eyes shining in the darkness.


"Something's wrong!"


As he looked at those crimson eyes, a thought occurred to Wang Chong, an idea that was growing clearer and clearer. This monster was definitely aiming at him, and amongst the trio, he was the one that had been pursued the most.


This made Wang Chong feel somewhat like he was prey.


But this was not the most important point. As Wang Chong listened to Lu Wu's roars, he realized something.


Ever since the battle had started, Wang Chong had not heard this monster shout anything except 'Kill kill' or 'Kill everyone'.


This wasn't the reaction of any intelligent being.


And in the monster's eyes, Wang Chong could only see endless madness and chaos.


…If there's only madness and chaos, then one can't differentiate between friend or foe. Little Sister and Li Siye would also become his targets. He definitely wouldn't be attacking only me like he is now. At the very least, it's clear that his primary target is me. A monster descended into madness shouldn't be able to do this.


Wang Chong scanned the surroundings. At a glance, everything seemed normal, but then, Wang Chong felt his heart thump as he noticed that something was strange.


The capital was at the feet of the Son of Heaven and held a population nearing ten million people, making it the most prosperous and bustling place in the world. Even though many stores had closed for the day by now, businesses would continue to operate until late into the night.


And even at the latest hour, there were many wealthy clans near the Wang Clan Residence who would have lanterns lit in their homes or large red lanterns hanging down from their eaves.


But all Wang Chong could see was pitch-black. He could see no other lantern lights except those within the Wang Clan Residence.


Moreover, even though they had fought for so long and created such a ruckus, there was no sign of activity from outside, not even the bark of a dog.


This isn't right. Something abnormal is going on.


Wang Chong's brow creased as he began to understand.


Roar! A silhouette suddenly lunged out from behind. Wang Chong immediately jumped, barely dodging the attack, but the artificial mountain next to him was not so lucky.


Boom! The artificial mountain that had been as high as two people was pulverized by some invisible energy, leaving nothing behind. It was like it had been vaporized.


Wang Chong landed on the twisted branches of a plum tree and hollered out, "All Wang Clan guards, hear my order! Immediately leave and inspect the surroundings! Seize any suspicious persons!"


That monster was extremely powerful, and the violet flames he emitted would immediately kill people who were too weak. Thus, all the Wang Clan guards who were still alive had been driven away and were hiding some distance away.
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"Yes, Young Master!"


"Didn't you hear? Hurry and go!"


The guards immediately took off.


……


"Madam, Young Master, it's bad!"


Not long after the guards left, a set of panicked shouts could be heard from the direction of the Wang Clan's main gate. The brown-robed steward who had left on Madam Wang's orders to seek assistance was now running back with a crowd of maids and servants, shouting as he ran.


"…The main gate has been blocked by something. The maids and I tried everything and still couldn't get out!"


"You couldn't even get over the walls?" asked one of Madam Wang's yellow-robed personal maids worriedly.


"It was useless. We tried getting over, but something was stopping us. Miss Zhang even bloodied her face," a pretty maid behind the steward said, her face a ghastly shade of white. It appeared like she had received a rather major shock.


Buzz!


At times, when the speaker might not have meant anything by their words, the listener might interpret their own meaning. While the Wang Clan maids in the distance were still dumbfounded, Wang Chong felt his heart jump as he suddenly dropped back to the ground.


While he might have only had conjectures at the start, Wang Chong could now be sure that tonight's sneak attack did not consist solely of this monster. There was assuredly a group of significant size outside.


And these people had come specifically for him.


Jiange… the black-robed people…


As this thought shot through Wang Chong's mind, he suddenly understood and his face twisted into a nasty grimace. After the major victory in the southwest, Wang Chong had become the thorn in the eyes of all the foreign countries: Ü-Tsang, Mengshe Zhao, the Turks, Goguryeo. They wanted nothing more than to get rid of him as quickly as possible.


However, the assassination attempts of these various foreign countries did not exceed the bounds of human capability. Arrows, sabers, spears, powerful martial arts experts… all of these were normal and reasonable.


But this scene playing out within the Wang Clan Residence had already exceeded the bounds of ordinary martial arts. Whether it was that giant bell that had dropped out of the sky in broad daylight, this human-shaped monster who had suddenly appeared in his home, that unique violet flame energy, or the unknown power shrouding the entire Wang Clan, all of these were not normal martial arts methods.


In Wang Chong's memories, only those black-robed figures who had assassinated Geluofeng's wife and daughter, pursued Jiannan Governor Zhang Qiantuo, and shot that mysterious black arrow at him could do such things.


These bastards are quite bold!


After understanding the cause, Wang Chong clenched his fists, his expression instantly turning furious. The capital was at the feet of the Sage Emperor, garrisoned with the tens of thousands of soldiers of the Imperial Army and presided over by the Sage Emperor himself. Moreover, the Wang Clan was a clan of ministers and generals and important vassals.


These bastards actually dared to launch such a major assault in the middle of the capital with the intent of destroying one of the Great Tang's influential clans. The word 'daring' could no longer describe such conduct. This was a complete disregard for laws and principles. No secular law or custom could bind them.


But these thoughts persisted in Wang Chong's mind for only a few moments. He very quickly calmed down. Rage would not be able to solve any of his problems. Now that he understood that this monster had companions, the urgent mission was to eliminate them as quickly as possible.


Even though we've fought for so long, there's still no sign of any activity outside. The steward also mentioned that something seemed to be blocking them from leaving. This means that these people are using some sort of special formation, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


The martial path took many shapes and forms. His father and Xianyu Zhongtong could gather the strength of many people to transform into powerful war weapons like the Mighty Miracle God and the Vajra God.


This was just a manifestation of martial arts and internal energy.


Wang Chong knew that a few formations could form a closed domain, but these formations could not create domains so large and tough that they could envelop an entire estate.


If all sound was cut off and all images were obscured… No, it wasn't possible for all images to be blocked out! That energy shrouding the Wang Clan Residence might be able to greatly obscure the vision of outsiders attempting to peer in, but it couldn't block their vision completely.


If the master of a mad dog couldn't see their target, then they wouldn't be able to incite the mad dog to bite the enemy!


The perimeter wall!


Wang Chong glanced at the high perimeter wall in understanding. Estates like theirs always had high perimeter walls, both to protect themselves and keep out the peering eyes of outsiders.


But at a moment like this, this wall became the best assistant for those people in preventing their activities from being discovered.


In other words, at this late hour, if those patrolling watchmen and Imperial soldiers couldn't discover what was going on, no one would know what was happening. Even if the Wang Clan Residence were flattened, no one would know until sunrise.


…If this is the case, their position is very easy to identify!


Wang Chong's eyes flashed with a cold light. Boom! His body shot forward as he pushed the Phantom Steps to their limit, dodging Lu Wu's destructive blow.


Immediately after, Wang Chong thought of a method.


"Wei Guo and Wei Wu, immediately send people to the northwest, northeast, southeast, and southwest corners, and pile things up until the pile is three zhang high!" Wang Chong suddenly said. "If there's nothing appropriate, then use cloth. Start from the corner and work along both walls so that it extends for at least ten zhang on both sides!"


"Yes, Young Master!"


In the distance, two tall figures affirmed their orders and set off with guards. The Wang Clan might not have much else, but it had an uncountable amount of cloth, silk, and gauze.


This was common for most of the noble clans of the capital.


Swishswishswish!


It took only a few moments for walls of cloth to be piled up along the walls of the four corners of the Wang Clan Residence. And outside the Wang Clan Residence, the black-robed figures had still been focused on Wang Chong, so they failed to notice what the guards were doing.


It was only after their vision went black as piles of cloth and silk began to rise over the walls that the black-robed men began to pale and cry out in alarm.


"Oh no! That brat, he managed to get us!"


"He noticed us!"


"Leader, we've lost communication with Lu Wu!"


……


They were all caught by surprise. At this stage of the operation, the black-robed men suddenly realized that they had been forced into a dire situation by their target. He was too smart, his reaction too fast.


And they still didn't know how he had figured out that they were outside the walls.


Moreover, all the cloth had been positioned precisely to block their vision, block the areas that they used to peer into the Wang Clan and direct Lu Wu.


"This is a problem. In order to prevent outsiders from seeing, we enclosed the entire Wang Clan, even its walls. Now that he's raised these walls of cloth, we can't do anything."


Another black-robed man, who seemed to have quite some status, stood up, his brow furrowed and a troubled look on his face. This was called making a cocoon to tie oneself up. They had known that their opponent was hard to deal with, but they hadn't expected him to be this formidable.


In just a few moments, he had already dealt them many setbacks. Their operation was now suffering from all sorts of problems. The man finally understood why all their previous operations had failed.


This was the kind of target that was the most difficult to deal with.


"What do we do?"


The black-robed man subconsciously turned to the leader, the one wearing the demon mask. With this ploy from Wang Chong, they had lost control of Lu Wu. They were now outside the bounds of the plan.


This was truly a particularly unique target, a most thorny and intractable one.


In the current situation, if they withdrew the black shroud over the estate, they would be playing right into their target's desires. There was an extremely high chance that he would escape or that the Imperial Army would notice.


But if they did not do this, it would be impossible to deal with the target.


In truth, the best method was to command Lu Wu to destroy the cloth on the walls, but they didn't even know where Lu Wu was or which direction he should head in.


Rumble!


Dust roiled up from beneath the piles of cloth. Although they could not see anything, much less hear anything, the rising dust was enough for the black-robed men to guess that the brat was starting on his next move.


And this move made them extremely uneasy.


"Damn it!"


The leader's bones cracked and groaned. From the start, this operation had not gone smoothly. He hadn't expected that even using Lu Wu would prove so troublesome!


"Forget about him. Lu Wu will be fine for the moment, and no one can kill him. A long night brings many dreams. Continue chanting the spell and increase Lu Wu's abilities as quickly as possible so that he can kill everyone in the Wang Clan. As for the loss of Lu Wu's lifespan… if there are any questions from above, I'll take the blame!"


The leader spoke these last words through clenched teeth.


"Yes!"


His subordinates affirmed and quickly set to their tasks. Ancient and profound spells, suffused with a powerful energy, were constantly sent into the formation.


Gradually, the black shroud began to be suffused with tinges of faint blood. Strange symbols, exuding an ancient aura, began to flicker on the shroud.


For the moment, however, no one noticed any of this.


Roar!


In the estate, Wang Chong's plan was beginning to show results. Amidst a forest of fallen plum trees, a wall of cloth had been erected.


In the center of the cloth, Wang Chong was sitting upside down, his thumb thrust into Lu Wu's muscular neck. Beneath him, Lu Wu was like a wild beast, having descended into complete madness.


Wang Chong's judgment had been correct. With the cloth now blocking off the four corners of the residence and the gazes of any outsiders, Lu Wu no longer had any particular preference for Wang Chong.


Li Siye and Wang Xiaoyao had also become his targets.


Most importantly, a monster with no rationality and no set target was much easier to deal with than a monster that was being controlled.


"Li Siye, travel along the edge!


"Little Sister, it's your turn!


"Attack his eyes! As long as you attack his eyes, he'll make you his target.


"Keep switching, make the monster indecisive…"


……


Wang Chong hung by his feet from Lu Wu's head, issuing order after order. This monster might have impervious skin, peerless strength, and strange violet flames, but now that Wang Chong had grasped his weakness, it was much easier to deal with this stupid and irrational monster that only knew of slaughter and madness.


On Yuanfeng Mountain, Wang Chong had commanded an army of one hundred thousand soldiers. Commanding Li Siye and his little sister was as easy as turning his palm.
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Although Lu Wu had limitless strength, his every move enough to shatter mountains, he was at this moment nothing more than a plaything in the hands of Wang Chong, Li Siye, and Wang Xiaoyao.


Just the choice of target made Lu Wu indecisive. He spent the majority of his strength on his constant hesitation.


"Haha, fun, so fun!"


Wang Xiaoyao giggled, fully immersed in this game with Lu Wu. As for Lu Wu's dangerous violet flames… as a 'monster' who possessed a natural divine strength, she was little affected by such a thing.


Buzz!


An endless stream of icy and domineering energy was transferred from Lu Wu's massive body to Wang Chong. Lu Wu roared constantly, but every time he tried to punch Wang Chong, Li Siye would block the attempt.


Lu Wu was constantly growing weaker while Wang Chong was getting stronger and stronger. He even managed to break into Tier 2 of the Imperial Martial realm, well on his way to Tier 3.


There was also another important point. When Wang Chong's Berserker Syndrome broke out in the southwestern war, although he had managed to kill more than ten thousand people, his strength had been too great, his speed too fast. This had injured his bones and blood vessels.


This was an unavoidable result of getting strong too quickly.


This was why Wang Chong's body sweated blood when he was cultivating.


Now, however, Wang Chong could clearly sense that as he absorbed more of this monster's frigid energy, his cells were filling with life. It was like the best medicine in the world, healing and mending Wang Chong's internal injuries.


This was quite the surprising harvest!


Wonderful!


Wang Chong's eyes flashed with a bright light, his morale invigorated. As long as he could maintain this state, he might be able to suck this monster completely dry.


Although he didn't know where this energy came from, Wang Chong could be sure of one thing: this energy was extremely beneficial in suppressing his Berserker Syndrome.


Suddenly, Li Siye noticed a little black dot on Lu Wu's neck. His eyes widened, and he immediately warned, "Young Master, be careful—this monster can regrow his scales!"


"Don't panic. First think of a way to restrain him!"


Wang Chong's voice was extremely cold and calm, imbued with a persuasive power. He was far more sensitive than Li Siye. Lu Wu's flesh was tough beyond belief, and while Wang Chong's fingers were stabbed into his neck, he could sense that layer after layer of energy was pushing back, attempting to force out his finger.


And the hard and fine texture he could feel from his finger was clearly one of Lu Wu's scales. If it weren't for the fact that these impervious scales that could even stop Wootz Steel swords grew so slowly, Wang Chong's Little Yinyang Art would have already been rendered ineffective.


"Little Sister!" Wang Chong said without hesitation.


Woosh! Wang Xiaoyao shot into the air. In the blink of an eye, another scale fell to the ground, another victim of Wang Xiaoyao's godly strength. That frigid energy began to flow once more.


As this cycle repeated, Wang Chong's plan began to bear fruit. Wang Chong got stronger and stronger as the Little Yinyang Art sucked away at Lu Wu's constantly rising energy, which began to slow, and even show signs of decreasing.


Swoosh!


In a flash of light, Wang Chong took out the Wootz Steel dagger and stabbed it in. But it wasn't able to make it very far before it was stuck.


What tough flesh! Wang Chong mentally noted in shock. After all his years of battle and all the opponents he had fought, this was the only monster he had encountered that not even Wootz Steel weapons could do anything against.


The flesh beneath the scales seemed more akin to reinforced steel than flesh. Wang Chong could not remember ever encountering such a bizarre foe.


The wound is still too small. I can't get it in!


Wang Chong's mind whirred as he looked at those tiny wounds.


Wang Chong's Wootz Steel dagger was quite small, but it still wasn't enough. The two-inch-wide daggerhead was still too big for the small openings on Lu Wu's neck.


…Even his ears have scales!


His gaze flitting over the ears, Wang Chong could clearly see that scales had completely covered his ears, circle after circle of scales extending down into the depths of the ear.


Using this as the point of entry was clearly not realistic.


I have to think of a way to kill him as quickly as possible. Otherwise, Li Siye won't be able to hold on for much longer, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Li Siye had still not matured into the future Invincible Great General. After fighting for so long, he had lost much of his Stellar Energy to the violet flames. It appeared like he was barely managing to hold on.


Wang Chong shifted his gaze, switching his target to Lu Wu's eyes. This was the greatest weakness on Lu Wu's body. If he wanted to kill this monster, the eyes were the best starting point.


But when Wang Chong turned to look at Lu Wu's eyes, he instantly paled. Lu Wu's crimson eyes were now roaring bloody bonfires, dripping tears of blood. The entire eyes had turned a bloody red and were filled with a desire to destroy and rampage. And Wang Chong could also hear the sound of bones cracking and growing.


Kaclack!


The figure of Lu Wu, which had already grown to about 2.9 meters, seemed to be growing even more massive under the influence of some invisible energy.


Not only that, many appendages made of keratin, as tough as iron, were growing out from his massive body. Lu Wu's human shape now underwent a complete transformation, a dreadful transformation.


"Shit! Li Siye, Little Sister, get out of the way!"


Sensing extreme danger, Wang Chong immediately leaped backward. Just a moment later, a massive hammer of keratin howled through the air and hammered past the place on Lu Wu's neck that Wang Chong had occupied seconds ago.


Although the blow had missed, the massive strength in the blow still caused the earth to shake.


"Owwww!"


A massive cry rose into the sky. Intense violet flames imbued with destructive energy began to spread out from Lu Wu, engulfing the entire area. Booooom! As the violet flames roared past, plum trees were flattened, and even the cloth used to block out vision burned to ash.


"Ah!"


Wang Xiaoyao yelped as she was struck by the edge of this wave of Stellar Energy and sent flying. On the other side, Li Siye also groaned as he was stuck by the edge of this wave. As he crashed against a shattered wall, his complexion instantly turned as white as paper.


"So powerful!"


The two silently counted themselves lucky. If not for Wang Chong's prompt warning, they would have endured the full force of this wave, and then they wouldn't be walking away with a few minor injuries.


"What is that?" Wang Xiaoyao said in alarm as she got up off the ground. When she saw the scene behind her, her eyes widened and her face filled with fear.


The site of the plum tree forest was now covered in dense smoke.


The giant Lu Wu had vanished, replaced with a massive demonic beast, its body covered with sharp horns of various sizes, and a long tail of keratin ending in a hammer extending from its back1.



This monster's four claws were planted on the ground, its eyes crimson red. It was around three meters tall, and as for length… if one counted its tail, it was more than five meters long.


Anyone standing before this monster would feel a terrible fear.


Wang Xiaoyao might have possessed godly strength, but she was still a girl of eight or nine years old. The sight of this nightmarish beast instinctively stirred fear in her heart.


"A human turned into a monster… What in the world is this thing?"


At this moment, the only person who kept their cool was Wang Chong. He had personally witnessed the process of transformation. A few moments ago, Lu Wu had still been a human monster about 2.9 meters high, but soon after, his body had swelled, becoming this inhuman monster.


This was the first time in Wang Chong's life that he had seen a living human transform into a true monster. This already surpassed Wang Chong's understanding of martial arts, and could not be explained with common sense.


Roar!


The massive monster opened its mouth and suddenly spat out a pillar of fire at Li Siye ten-some zhang away. Boom! As the flame shot forward, even dirt and stone were set ablaze.


With a desperate jump, Li Siye barely managed to avoid this gout of flame.


Boom! The earth quaked as the demonic beast suddenly took a leap, traveling through the air like a lightning bolt as it shot toward Li Siye.


"Not good!"


Li Siye's face grimaced. His internal energy was already exhausted by the violet flames. He no longer had the strength to dodge the monster's leap.


Just when it seemed like Li Siye was about to die under the monster's feet, a dragon roared and a cold light flashed in the sky. Wang Chong descended from the sky headfirst, crashing into the monster's head.


Bang! Embers splashed and a wave of energy exploded from the collision of Wang Chong's sword and the monster's head. Just as expected, the monstrous transformation had made Lu Wu's defense even more terrifying. Wang Chong's Wootz Steel sword remained useless.


"Beast, this way!"


Wang Chong shot backward as if he was fired from a cannon. He did not rest, but leaped from the ground and ran off. In the blink of an eye, he had vanished to the southwest.


The monster behind him roared and went off in pursuit.


Boom!


A few moments later, there was another shockwave of energy and the ground toward the southwest quaked, accompanied by a massive boom. As the rest of the people watched on, Wang Chong lured the monstrified Lu Wu to crash straight into the southwestern wall.


The several-zhang-high wall of the Wang Clan fell apart like it was made of paper under the force of Lu Wu's collision. Carried along by the momentum, Lu Wu crashed into the black shroud beyond the wall.


Bzzt! A ripple suddenly appeared in the empty sky. At this moment, Madam Wang, the old steward, and all the servants and maids of the Wang Clan saw that there was a black shroud in the sky.


______________
1. It is at this point that it might be appropriate to mention that Lu Wu, 陆吾, is the name of a mythological beast/god in Chinese mythology. It is mentioned in the Classic of Mountains and Seas and is described as a god with the body of a tiger, the claws of a tiger, a human head, and nine tails.↩
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"What is that?"


"How could there be something like that? No wonder we couldn't get out."


"What sort of person wants to attack our Wang Clan? They're far too bold!"


……


All the people of the Wang Clan were greatly alarmed, each one of them furious and shocked. But the reaction of the black-robed men outside the walls was not something as simple as alarm.


Thumpthumpthump. Several of the men had become unsteady, vomiting blood, and then suddenly dropped from the roofs.


"Bastard! This foul brat is actually using Lu Wu to deal with us!"


The black-robed men on the roofs were infuriated and flabbergasted.


The black shroud created by the formation used their Stellar Energy as its source of power. All of them formed a part of the formation. By having Lu Wu crash against the shroud, Wang Chong was driving a tiger to swallow a wolf, using Lu Wu's strength to deal with the black-robed men.


If it weren't for the fact that Wang Chong was still imprisoned in the shroud, their collective rage would have burned him to death.


But this was far from over…


Boom! In the blink of an eye, there was another thunderous crash. The monstrified Lu Wu had once more been baited back to collide with the black shroud.


"Ah!"


Five or six more of the black-robed men screamed as they seemed to be struck by lightning. Vomiting blood, they dropped down from the roof. Lu Wu's current strength was unthinkably massive. No one could stop it.


Thus, Wang Chong had not tried to resist, instead choosing to lure Lu Wu into dealing with the black-robed men.


This was yet another scenario that they had never imagined.


"Leader, if this continues, this will become a battle between us and Lu Wu. We might end up dead before that brat does. Can we control Lu Wu so that he doesn't crash into our barrier?"


A black-robed man stood up and looked worriedly toward the leader standing on a nearby roof.


"There's no way! That brat is far too cunning!"


The leader clenched his teeth, his expression far more furious than those of his subordinates.


"He's controlling the time and place that Lu Wu appears. Whenever I want to control Lu Wu, Lu Wu has already disappeared. The time is too short for me to do anything! That fucking bastard!"


Control required time, a very short amount of time that wasn't a problem in normal circumstances. However, the transformed Lu Wu was now much stronger and faster, and coupled with Wang Chong's intentional baiting, the leader simply lacked the time necessary to control Lu Wu.


Moreover, Wang Chong was constantly changing the area he lured Lu Wu to. There was no means of predicting where Lu Wu would show up, and by the time they realized where Lu Wu was, they would be too late.


Most despicable of all was that Wang Chong was also commanding the Wang Clan guards to fill the gaps in the walls with rolls of cloth so that their vision remained limited.


"I want to kill him!"


The leader of the black-robed men clenched his teeth, an unprecedented feeling of helplessness surging up within him. When Lu Wu attacked, he always left no survivors, and the current situation was truly something that had never happened before.


He currently had an indescribable feeling. It was like Lu Wu had become that brat and his own group had become Lu Wu's target.


Boom!


While he was thinking, another boom shook the black shroud. Another batch of black-robed men vomited blood and stumbled from their rooftops.


With each batch lost, the formation grew weaker and weaker. Even the darkness of the shroud had grown faint, no longer as dense as it was at the start.


"Leader, what do we do?"


The black-robed men were growing more and more concerned.


"Wait a little longer. Once Lu Wu transforms, he gets stronger and faster as time goes on. I don't believe that he'll be able to control him forever."


The leader was truthfully more worried than all his subordinates, but his voice revealed none of his concern.


With the battle at this state, they no longer had any choices. If they opened up the domain and let their target escape, all their previous work would be for nothing.


In comparison, if Lu Wu managed to kill the target, a few deaths on their side meant practically nothing.


……


At this very moment, Wang Chong's situation was more perilous than anyone could see or imagine.


"Owwww!"


Lu Wu angrily howled as he fired stream after stream of violet flame at Wang Chong. A mere touch from these flames would cause blood to boil and bones to melt.


And besides these pillars of fire, Lu Wu also had that hammer of keratin at the end of his long tail. Boom boom boom! Lu Wu's hammer tail had an enormous weight behind it, each strike leaving a large hole in the ground.


Wang Chong dodged and jumped above, around, and below Lu Wu's violet flames, tail, and claws, all the while charging forward. Many times, Lu Wu's violet flames or tail would shoot right under Wang Chong, and even more times, Wang Chong was almost struck by a full charge from Lu Wu.


This was dancing on a tightrope, the sensation of death clinging to him like a shadow. The smallest misstep would lead to his demise.


Boom boom boom!


Under Wang Chong's guidance, Lu Wu crashed again and again into the black shroud hanging over the Wang Clan Residence. Onlookers saw Wang Chong moving agilely and easily, but only Wang Chong knew just how much danger he was really in.


"Everyone, scatter! Don't get close!


"Wei Guo, Wei Wu, hurry and use silk rolls to cover those gaps, and tell people to keep their distance."


……


Wang Chong's voice resounded over the Wang Clan Residence. Wang Chong had dispatched Shen Hai and Meng Long to Jiaozhi to guard Zhang Munian, so the Wang Clan guards were currently led by Wei Guo and Wei Wu.


"Third Brother, I've come to help."


Wang Xiaoyao was rushing over.


"Little Sister, no, hurry and leave!"


Wang Chong paled in fright.


His little sister had always had an impetuous attitude, but now was not the time to be willful. This monster's strength had swelled to several times its initial levels. Not even Wang Chong dared to take a blow from it.


But it was clear that Wang Xiaoyao would not listen to Wang Chong's words. Just when it seemed like she was about to run over…


"Xiaoyao, stop right there!"


A cold and harsh voice came from behind her. Madam Wang's voice made Wang Xiaoyao shudder and finally come to a stop.


Boomboomboom!


Lu Wu's speed was clearly increasing, and the situation was getting more and more dangerous, but Wang Chong had no time to think about such things. No one in the entire Wang Clan could deal with this monster, so luring Lu Wu to attack the black shroud was the only method.


Once, twice, thrice… Wang Chong was beset by perils from all sides but still succeeded in having Lu Wu crash into the black shroud. As Lu Wu grew stronger, his collisions had a more devastating effect on the black-robed men outside.


Thud! More and more black-robed men vomited blood and dropped from the roofs. Wang Chong had succeeded in transferring Lu Wu's strength to them.


As he saw the corpses dropping from the roof, the leader of the black-robed men gained an expression nastier than the face of a dead man.


A simple assassination in the night had, under Wang Chong's direction, become some strange race for time. The black shroud was the dividing line, with Wang Chong inside and the black-robed men outside being the participants.


The one who could last the longest would gain the final victory.


Boomboomboom! A strange stillness settled in, the black shroud rippling and trembling in the night…


Once, twice, thrice…


After some time, with a great boom, the black shroud crumbled. Thump! Another set of black-robed men vomited blood and toppled down.


At this moment, all the remaining black-robed men had ashen expressions. Even though they had spent so much time and paid such a great price, Wang Chong had managed to successfully use Lu Wu to shatter their safeguards.


And this was not all…


"Leader, it's bad. The city guards and Imperial Army are already coming this way," one of the black-robed men shouted in alarm.


With the black shroud shattered, the massive disturbance had awakened many people. The capital was an important area, and the smallest oddity was enough to attract the attention of the city guards and Imperial Army, much less a ruckus like this.


The barking of dogs could be heard, and homes near and far were beginning to light their lanterns, families hearing the disturbance and rising from their beds.


"Who is it?"


"Can't someone get some sleep in the middle of the night?"


"So much noise… Is something going on?"


……


The leader's face contorted in an extremely ugly visage. Lanterns were being lit wherever he looked, and he could even see from the silhouettes cast on windows that some people were putting on clothes and preparing to see what was going on.


If this continued, they would soon be completely exposed.


"Leader, what do we do?"


A worried and urgent voice came from his side.


"Wait a moment, wait. I can control Lu Wu now," the black-robed leader said through clenched teeth.


"But we no longer have any time! The city guards and Imperial Army are already here," a black-robed man said.


No matter what, they could not attract too much attention in the capital. This was a basic rule for all their external operations. Once they were exposed, they would all be killed.


This was why they had always remained hidden when assassinating someone and had even used this black shroud formation.


They no longer had much time!


The leader was quiet, his eyes indecisive. He wanted to delay for a while and take control of Lu Wu to have him kill Wang Chong, but Wang Chong had clearly expected this move.


Once the shroud had vanished, Wang Chong had retreated swiftly back into the estate. In addition, the Wang Clan guards could be seen everywhere piling up rolls of silk to block out his vision.


Eliminating Wang Chong would not be a short affair. At the very least, it could not be done before the city guards and Imperial Army arrived.


"Leader?!" the black-robed man prompted.


"Damn it! Even if we can't kill the brat, I won't give the Wang Clan an easy time."


The leader finally made his decision, his heart brimming with unwillingness.


"Just let Lu Wu flatten the Wang Clan. After fifteen minutes, have him burrow into the earth and leave… Everyone else, withdraw!"


Although he was most reluctant, the leader was still forced to give the retreat order. Concealment would always be their first priority, no matter what.


Swoosh!


After sprinkling down powder to dissolve the corpses, the black-robed men vanished into the night.
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"Those people… have retreated!"


As Wang Chong looked around at the vacant surroundings, a tinge of unhappiness flitted across his face. These people could use their eyes to command the monster, so Wang Chong had believed that they would use the moment the shroud broke to take control of the monster and use it to hold him down. Consequently, Wang Chong had ordered Wei Guo and Wei Wu to set up many walls of silk and cloth within the residence to block their line of sight.


But he hadn't expected the black-robed men to be so restrained.


These people are really quite cautious. They're not willing to leave behind a single clue, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


He had exchanged blows with these people quite a few times, but even so, he had still not managed to get any information on them or their background.


They were apparently very focused on keeping their identity hidden and covering their tracks, leaving behind no trail for outsiders to follow.


"Young Master! What do we do now?"


A set of panicked voices came from the distance. Wei Guo was standing atop a wall, a bow and arrow in his hands. Across from him, the monstrified Lu Wu was charging at him.


Although the black-robed people on the outside had retreated, the Wang Clan's troubles were far from over. Lu Wu was currently unstoppable, with certain death awaiting anyone who ran into him.


Moreover, the Wang Clan was surrounded by residences, so if this monster ran out, the consequences would be unimaginable.


Wang Chong's brow creased as he swept his gaze over the Wang Clan. There was no one left who could stop the monster. His little sister definitely couldn't step forward, and Li Siye's state was extremely worrying. And anyone else would be burned to ash upon first contact with the violet flames.


Wang Chong could only delay, but this was no long-term solution. The most frightening thing was that the more he delayed, the more frighteningly powerful the monster became.


When its speeds reached a certain level, the walls of the Wang Clan would no longer be able to hold it.


"Chong-er! Stand aside! Let me do it!"


Suddenly, an elderly yet domineering voice came down from the sky, resounding as a clap of thunder. Whoosh! There was a flash of light as a dark figure dropped out of the air like some giant bird and landed in the Wang Clan Residence.


Before anyone else could react, that person's figure blurred. When they next appeared, they were in front of Lu Wu. Lu Wu's massive body made that figure seem even more thin and fragile, but in Wang Chong's eyes, the figure appeared to be as majestic and lofty as a mountain.


"Master!"


Wang Chong was elated, immediately recognizing the dark figure as his master, the Demonic Emperor Old Man.


"Chong-er, withdraw. Leave this beast to me!"


A wave of the Demonic Emperor Old Man's sleeve seemed imbued with an intense self-confidence. Just by standing there, that frail figure seemed to be rooted into the earth, as sturdy as a mountain.


Roar!


The giant beast roared. Lu Wu appeared to sense the energy on the old man's body and immediately turned, his crimson eyes like two red lanterns in the night as they stared at the Demonic Emperor Old Man.


Boom! The claws of four thick limbs crashed down as the three-meter-tall beast exerted all its energy. It cannoned into the air, shooting like a lightning bolt toward that seemingly frail and tiny old man.


Mid-leap, the massive monster opened its mouth. Boom! A pillar of violet flame shot out, surging toward the Demonic Emperor Old Man.


"Ah!"


Cries of alarm came from all around, and even the distant Wang Chong couldn't stop his heart from coming up to his throat. While Lu Wu's violet flames at the start could only ignite a person's internal energy, his violet flames were now so dangerous that not even Wang Chong dared to risk touching them.


Boom!


Wang Chong didn't have time for a warning as the massive pillar of flame crashed onto the Demonic Emperor Old Man.


"Master!" Wang Chong and Wang Xiaoyao shouted out at the same time, their hearts on edge.


But to everyone's shock, that destructive pillar of violet flame crashing on the Demonic Emperor Old Man's body was like a waterfall crashing onto the hardy rock of a lofty mountain. An invisible energy had stopped it and cut it into countless strands.


For the first time, the ever-harmful violet flames of Lu Wu had been ineffective.


"Beast! You still dare act recklessly before me?"


His voice thundered over the Wang Clan Residence. The Demonic Emperor Old Man extended a palm through the violet flames and snatched one of Lu Wu's feet.


Boom! Dust roiled and the earth seemed on the verge of cracking apart. As everyone watched on with wide eyes, the monstrified Lu Wu was thrown to the ground by the Demonic Emperor Old Man, his four feet facing the sky, his vicious aura scattered.


“师……傅……”


"Ma…ster…"


Wang Chong gawked at his distant master, as did his little sister standing next to Madam Wang. Her eyes were wide open and her jaw seemed ready to drop to the ground.


The young lady of the Wang Clan had never seen the Demonic Emperor Old Man in action. Wang Chong was in a somewhat better situation. Although he knew that his master had lost all his cultivation, he also knew that the Demonic Emperor Old Man was rapidly recovering and was cultivating the extremely formidable 'Myriad Spirit Sea Art'.


But not even Wang Chong knew that his master had achieved such a high level of martial arts. Not only was he unafraid of being burned by the violet flames, he had also smashed the ever-strengthening monster to the ground with a single palm.


"This… this is too impossible!"


The most shocked of all were the Wang Clan guards. They had personally witnessed the terror of this monster, but the Demonic Emperor Old Man had sent him to the floor in a single exchange, dispelling much of the monster's terror.


Everyone was dumbstruck by this scene!


"Owwww!"


Lu Wu howled as he flung his head around and got up. He still wanted to attack the Demonic Emperor Old Man, but then another palm shot out and pressed against his forehead.


Bang! The massive Lu Wu seemed to receive a heavy blow, his four thick legs splaying out as he dropped. The impact was so great that the earth sank down, leaving a deep depression.


The seemingly impervious Lu Wu now howled in extreme pain after being struck by the Demonic Emperor Old Man's palm.


"Chong-er, remember that people have myriad acupuncture points, and so do beasts. Whether man or beast, no matter how powerful their cultivation, how hardy or dense their scales or armor, it is impossible to block off the acupuncture points of the body, and each acupuncture point is a spirit sea."


The Demonic Emperor Old Man's vigorous and domineering voice rang out in Wang Chong's ear. The monster's flames had already completely receded and dimmed.


The fierce Lu Wu was just a docile kitten to him.


"…And this is the essence of the Myriad Spirit Sea Art. You must learn how to sense the acupuncture points of your opponent. Don't just rely on your sword. Only this way can you become a true expert."


The Demonic Emperor Old Man pressed down with his right hand, completely pushing the giant monster Lu Wu into the ground and dispersing his energy.


In the distance, Li Siye was leaning against a shattered wall, gasping for air, dumbfounded by this sight. This was his first time seeing the Demonic Emperor Old Man at work. He had personally experienced the power of that monster, how even the peerlessly sharp Wootz Steel sword had been useless against him.


And yet Lu Wu's impervious skin had been useless against the Demonic Emperor Old Man. With a single move, he had left the monster heavily injured.


"Impossible…"


Li Siye was frozen in place.


He had met the Demonic Emperor Old Man a few times on the spirit vein mountain. At the time, he had felt like the old man was extremely weak and barely a threat. Only at this moment did Li Siye realize that he had made a mistake.


He never could have imagined that the ordinary old man he had seen on the spirit vein mountain was this terrifying. No, 'terrifying' didn't even begin to explain it.


Wang Chong was no less shocked than Li Siye. However, his mind was occupied with other thoughts.


"Spirit sea…"


Wang Chong muttered to himself as he contemplated his master's words.


Whether it was the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, the Myriad Spirit Sea Art, or the Art of God and Demon Obliteration… these supreme techniques were things that Wang Chong had never even interacted with in his last life.


And in terms of pure strength, the Demonic Emperor Old Man at his prime was a legendary existence. After Wang Chong became the War Saint, the number of people who had the qualifications to guide him and become his master became very small, but the Demonic Emperor Old Man was definitely one of them.


The Myriad Spirit Sea Art was definitely one of the most supreme techniques.


Every martial artist had a spirit sea, but his master's Myriad Spirit Sea Art was definitely unique in its ability to craft a supreme technique from the spirit sea. Such a grand and magnificent technique had escaped the bounds of the evil path and now belonged to the righteous path.


Moreover, Wang Chong was well aware that the Demonic Emperor Old Man was currently using this method, borrowing the monstrified Lu Wu, to teach him. The black scales could protect the body from lethal harm, but they could not protect the qi acupuncture points of the body, as those points were present throughout the body.


Thus, as long as one could grasp the location of their opponent's acupuncture points, even if the opponent was impervious to weapons, one could still attack them.


His master was clearly communicating this principle to him.


"The Myriad Spirit Sea Art… I didn't think it was this powerful!" Wang Chong muttered to himself as he looked at his master. History had already changed, and construction could not exist without destruction. A Myriad Spirit Sea Art that was cultivated after the destruction and reconstruction of one's spirit sea had never happened in the last few centuries, so there was naturally no one who had seen it or knew of its might.


But there was no doubt that this was an extremely powerful technique. The Demonic Emperor Old Man had only revealed a fraction of his power to completely subdue the monster.


"Owwww!"


The earth suddenly began to quake, drawing Wang Chong's attention. As he came back to his senses and raised his head, he noticed that dust was rising from where his master was standing. The massive beast was roaring as it dug through the earth. In the blink of an eye, it had vanished underground.
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"Not good—this fellow wants to escape!"


Wang Chong was shocked. Despite having fought Lu Wu for so long, he never knew that this thing could dig through the ground like some sort of pangolin. Whoosh! Wang Chong immediately rushed toward the place that Lu Wu had made his escape. But he was only able to make it a few steps before he heard a vigorous voice at his ear.


"Hmph, do you think it's possible to escape in front of me?"


Rumble! The Demonic Emperor Old Man seemed unperturbed by the cloud of dust before him, his black robe fluttering in the wind while his expression remained unchanged. However, a stern and domineering energy was rising from his body, the space in a radius of three zhang around him beginning to twist.


Bang! He stepped forward and the earth shook like a wooden plank on the high seas. As everyone looked on, the Demonic Emperor Old Man suddenly unleashed a dazzling white glow.


And all this white light began to condense, traveling down the right foot that the Demonic Emperor Old Man had stomped down. It poured like a mighty river into the earth, and the impact was like a boulder being thrown into a lake. In an instant, the ground began to roil and shudder.


"Owwww!" A shrill cry of pain came from deep underground. Even the servants and maids of the Wang Clan who knew nothing of martial arts knew that the monster deep underground had been heavily injured, and their eyes brightened.


"Get out here!"


The Demonic Emperor Old Man's cold voice was neither loud nor soft, yet it carried a majesty that echoed in everyone's ears. Rumble! The earth split open as if some massive invisible hand was extending out of the earth.


Crackcrush! Everyone looked on as the ground fractured and swelled, rising six or seven zhang above the surrounding earth. At the center of the fracturing was a strange monster, more than three zhang tall and covered with an uneven layer of keratin scales. Its every acupuncture point was gushing out white light as it once more appeared before the people of the Wang Clan.


These milky-white streams of light were like chains, running through its acupuncture points, intersecting and weaving together. Lu Wu was bound in place, unable to move.


"Chong-er, it's your turn now."


The Demonic Emperor Old Man's pitch-black hair danced in the wind. His voice was cold and calm, suffused with a strange power.


"Right now, I will teach you the mantra for the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art. 'Let heaven and earth reverse, all blood go against the flow, energy flow as I will, and the sea of heroes revolve…' This monster's energy contains an extremely powerful vigor. It will be of great help to you in cultivating the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art and in treating your Berserker Syndrome. Hurry, absorb his energy!"


The Demonic Emperor Old Man said these final words with a face that brooked no objections.


Bang!


There was a flash of light as Wang Chong, who had already rushed close to the Demonic Emperor Old Man, immediately shot toward Lu Wu. Buzz! Wang Chong positioned himself upside-down on Lu Wu's body and thrust his thumb into one of the bloody wounds on the monstrified Lu Wu's skin.


This was a wound it had suffered from its battle against the Demonic Emperor Old Man.


"This wound is too small. Let me help you with that!"


The Demonic Emperor Old Man's voice rang out in his ear, calm and composed. Swish! The wound that had only been the size of a thumb suddenly expanded to the size of a fist. The massive Lu Wu yelped in pain as faint violet blood began to flow out.


With the Demonic Emperor Old Man taking control of its acupuncture points, that layer of keratin that had even been tougher than the black scales had become completely useless. Against the Myriad Spirit Sea Art, it could only wait for death, incapable of putting up any resistance.


Rumble!


A violet energy, cold and biting, began to flow into Wang Chong's palm. Wang Chong had already reached the peak of the Little Yinyang Art, and now with the mantra of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art taught to him by the Demonic Emperor Old Man, he was instantly able to absorb an inconceivable amount of strength.


He was absorbing the strange frigid energy in Lu Wu's body at ten times the rate he had previously, the energy madly surging into his body.


"Owwww!"


The beast's howls could be heard far across the capital. It struggled, but the Demonic Emperor Old Man had locked down its acupuncture points, making its struggles pointless.


"Damn it, who are these people? Can not even Lu Wu escape? How could this damn Wang Clan be this powerful? How many hidden moves do they have?"


In the distance, the black-robed men who had already fled very far away shivered as they heard Lu Wu's wretched howls. The monstrified Lu Wu was impervious to weapons and possessed inconceivable strength.


If it appeared on a battlefield, this Lu Wu would be enough to easily destroy an army of ten thousand regular soldiers. Moreover, Lu Wu was able to burrow through the ground, naturally gifted with the ability to avoid defeat.


But now…


Just the thought of it made the black-robed men shudder. For a moment, they wanted to turn around and see for themselves what sort of person could capture Lu Wu.


But rationality quickly took hold.


The Imperial Army and city guards were already rushing to the location, the sound of their galloping horses resounding through the night air. Whether they wanted to or not, they could no longer return to that place.


……


Within the Wang Clan Residence, Wang Chong's body was upside-down as he continued to absorb that frigid energy from Lu Wu. Crackclack! As Wang Chong absorbed more energy, cracking sounds began to come from his body, and his skin was covered in layers of faint blue ice.


And at his wrist that was touching Lu Wu's body, a thick layer of blue ice had formed and was quickly spreading, first to Wang Chong's arm and then to the rest of his body. In mere moments, Wang Chong's complexion began to pale.


The severe cold even began to make his body shiver. The level of Lu Wu's energy was simply too high, surpassing the level of Wang Chong's energy and also the level of energy that he could endure.


Just when Wang Chong's entire body was about to freeze, a voice rang out in his ear. "Calm your energy, focus your mind, gather your energy. Pay attention to your acupuncture points, the Yongquan, the Shanzhong, the Jinghong… Link them all together. The Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art has a long legacy and its strength is supreme. In this world, there is no internal energy or Stellar Energy that cannot be absorbed."


The Demonic Emperor Old Man stood in his flapping black robes, his expression domineering and confident. As the holder and master of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, as the number one individual in the world of evil practitioners, the Demonic Emperor Old Man naturally spoke these words with confidence.


'The sea accepts all rivers, and greatness rises from an all-encompassing heart.'


In this world, there was truly no energy that the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art could not absorb. Wang Chong was only freezing because he had not mastered the essence of this supreme evil technique. Only when its power was being used improperly would such a thing occur.


Buzz!


Wang Chong instantly responded to his master's words. That domineering energy began to flow through these acupuncture points, and with a boom, the flow of energy in Wang Chong's body became like a thawing river. Countless streams flowed out and a powerful attractive force emerged.


The thick layer of ice covering Wang Chong's body rapidly began to crumble. Whoosh! A mighty river of energy began to flow through his body. After one cycle, this energy gathered in his dantian like a dragon returning to the sea.


Wang Chong's energy swelled like a boat rising with the tide. From Tier 2 of the Imperial Martial realm, he rose to Tier 3, and then Tier 4, his energy rapidly rising as he made his way to Tier 5. The energy in Lu Wu's body was far too powerful.


For Wang Chong, this energy was equivalent to that of quite a few top-notch experts.


Gallop!


The galloping of horses came from outside, followed by shouts of cries of people. Soon after that, another wave of people arrived, coming to a halt in front of the gate of the Wang Clan Residence.


"We are the city guards. After hearing a disturbance, we have come to offer our assistance!"


"This is the Imperial Army. What has happened here? May we enter to investigate?"


……


A hubbub of voices could be heard outside.


By the shattered wall, Li Siye's eyes were unfocused. Propping his right hand on the wall, he finally got up.


Young Master is cultivating and can't be disturbed. This monster's background is far too complicated. Until we've investigated it fully, we can't let too many people know about it.


This thought flashed through Li Siye's mind as he clambered up and headed toward the Wang Clan's gate. As he walked, he gave orders. Meanwhile, Wei Guo and Wei Wu had already commanded people to fill the gaps in the walls and stand guard.


Far too much had happened tonight. More than half of the Wang Clan Residence had been destroyed, and Wang Chong's decision was needed to decide how to handle it.


Li Siye quickly met up with the city guards and Imperial Army outside the gate.


Within the residence, Wang Chong's absorption of Lu Wu's energy had reached a critical stage. Wave after wave of domineering energy nourished Wang Chong's flesh, repairing the internal injuries he had suffered in battle.


In this short time, Wang Chong had risen to Imperial Martial Tier 7, and a powerful aura began to explode from his body.


Gradually, Wang Chong began to exude a little of the dignity and majesty he possessed in his last life.


Whoosh!


While Wang Chong was focused on using Lu Wu's energy to cultivate the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, a violet flame suddenly burst out from Lu Wu's body. This violet flame was fierce and tyrannical, tinged with black.


In a flash, the massive Lu Wu was burning inside and out.


"Not good!"


Wang Chong was astonished and he immediately sent out an icy stream of energy to extinguish the flames and freeze Lu Wu. But it was already too late. The flames were traveling too fast and were too fierce.


In the blink of an eye, the massive monster was burned by those violet-black flames into ash, leaving behind nothing but a section of black scorched earth.


"Damn it!"


Wang Chong jumped and rolled to the side, looking at the former location of Lu Wu's body with a grimace. This monster was extremely strange. It could take the form of both human and beast. No human force was capable of accomplishing such a feat.


And the level of energy in its body far surpassed that of ordinary warriors. This thing definitely contained an enormous secret. By successfully capturing it, he might have been able to use it to learn more about the origin of those mysterious people.


But now, nothing was left.
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"Chong-er, don't be too troubled about it. His body had an energy core from which all the energy originated. Once you started absorbing his energy, the energy core became imbalanced, ensuring that he would eventually vanish… All this was inevitable."


The Demonic Emperor Old Man held his hands behind his back and spoke with a leisurely air.


His Myriad Spirit Sea Art had run through every acupuncture point in Lu Wu's body, so he knew all of Lu Wu's secrets. Perhaps Wang Chong might have felt disappointed, but the Demonic Emperor Old Man had already expected this scene.


The Demonic Emperor Old Man turned to Wang Chong and asked, "Chong-er, what is going on here? No ordinary faction could control a monster like this. Where did you provoke such a formidable adversary?"


"Master, this question is one that your disciple truly cannot answer," Wang Chong replied with a bitter smile.


In truth, he wanted to know the answer more than anyone else. It felt like these black-robed people had dropped out of thin air. They not only did not exist in his memories, they also did not exist amongst any faction.


Even now, Wang Chong had no idea what their background was, who belonged to their group, or what they wanted to do. All the information he had regarding them was blank.


The Demonic Emperor Old Man glanced at the bruised landscape of the Wang Clan Residence and subconsciously furrowed his brow. It was clear that Wang Chong's answer was not one he had anticipated.


"Oh, Master, how did you manage to arrive so promptly?" Wang Chong said.


Once this monster transformed, its strength had begun to madly climb, and even Wootz Steel weapons had been useless against it. If not for the Demonic Emperor Old Man's prompt arrival, Wang Chong truly could not predict the chaos the monster would have caused in the capital.


At the very least, the ordinary civilians living around the Wang Clan Residence would have suffered terrible casualties.


"Haha, don't forget that I was the one who taught you the Little Yinyang Art. I'm more sensitive than anyone to the energy of the Little Yinyang Art, so when you suddenly vanished from my senses, I immediately noticed that something was wrong. The Myriad Spirit Sea Art is one with the heaven and earth. Even from several dozen li, nothing can be hidden from me. At that moment, I knew that some incident had occurred," the Demonic Emperor Old Man lightly said.


This was the first time he had voluntarily brought up the Myriad Spirit Sea Art. Although it had only been a glimpse, the power that the Demonic Emperor Old Man had casually revealed was shocking enough.


To be able to sense activity several dozen li away, the might of the Myriad Spirit Sea Art had already surpassed the bounds of ordinary martial arts.


Wang Chong couldn't conceal his surprise at his master's words. Although he didn't understand what his master meant when he said that the Myriad Spirit Sea Art was one with the heaven and earth, there was one thing that Wang Chong could be sure of: his master truly had recovered his cultivation. Although he still wasn't at his prime where he could shake the world, he was definitely at an extremely high level.


"Congratulations, Master, for recovering your divine strength!" Wang Chong happily said.


"Haha, it's still too early to talk about recovering divine strength, but I truly have recovered a good deal of power. I must thank you for this. The dense spiritual energy on the spirit vein mountain is ideal for cultivating the Myriad Spirit Sea Art. If you hadn't brought me to the spirit vein mountain, I would need at least five years to reach this level."


As the Demonic Emperor Old Man spoke, his eyes looked with gratitude toward his disciple.


After a lifetime of backstabbing and deception, even being schemed against by his own disciple, the Demonic Emperor Old Man felt truly grateful to have received a disciple like Wang Chong in his later years.


Wang Chong not only had made a great name for himself in the southwest, with the Imperial Court conferring the title of Young Marquis upon him, he was also extremely loyal and filial. The Demonic Emperor Old Man had never felt such things in any of his previous disciples.


'There can be no construction without destruction.' To the Demonic Emperor Old Man, this saying not only applied to martial arts, but to personality, to the mind, to a person's complete transformation. Right now, if anyone dared to harm Wang Chong, the Demonic Emperor Old Man would go to the ends of the earth to execute them and grind their bones into dust.


His two disciples, this brother and sister of the Wang Clan, were his greatest hope in his retiring years.


"This is all due to Master's own efforts. Your disciple is merely an embroidered flower on your brocade," Wang Chong sincerely said.


Wang Chong had only sought out the Demonic Emperor Old Man to obtain the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, but now, Wang Chong had inexplicably begun to treat him as a member of the family, their relationship not something as simple as master and disciple.


Moreover, after all he had experienced, Wang Chong could sense that his master's personality had undergone a comprehensive transformation. From a devil of the evil path, he had slowly returned to the path of righteousness. He was now a man of compassion, a serene elder whose heart could hold the rivers, lakes, and seas.


"Hah, there's no need for you to be humble in front of your teacher."


The Demonic Emperor Old Man smiled and shook his head.


"Other than to find out what had happened, your master's primary reason for coming was to impart to you the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art. Your Little Yinyang Art is already approaching perfection, so it is about time for you to learn this supreme art. This will also allow you to pacify that berserk blood within you. But…"


The Demonic Emperor Old Man stopped and gave a deep sigh, his face fraught with deep concern as he looked at Wang Chong.


"At this time, not even I know if passing on this art to you is good or bad. After all, the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art is an evil art. I cultivated it for the majority of my life and have received a hearty helping of its hardships. In the future, when your meridians begin to flow in reverse, you will have to pay an enormous price."


"Master does not need to worry. All this is your disciple's choice. I have always known what the result will be."


Wang Chong gave a faint smile, apparently unconcerned.


He knew what his master was thinking, but if he could do it all again, he would still choose the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art. He had no other option except to choose it.


As for anything else, he didn't care!


"Ha…"


The Demonic Emperor Old Man could only give a long sigh at these words.


"I spent more than half of my life but could not resolve the conflicts arising from the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art. Right now, I can only hope that before your blood energy condenses and your internal energy backlashes, we can find that legendary technique."


The Supreme and Infinite Origin Immortal Art was the greatest of the ten supreme arts. If he could learn this technique, he could avoid the flaws of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art for the rest of time.


But even now, no one knew where this legendary art was!


The legendary technique had vanished in the river of history far, far too long ago!


"Master, the backlash of internal energy is a matter for the future. As long as it's not in the present, why should I worry about it?"


Wang Chong grinned.


While his master was grave, Wang Chong had maintained an easygoing and relaxed state. It was like those things the Demonic Emperor Old Man spoke of were happening to someone else, of no relation to him.


The Demonic Emperor Old Man shook his head, sighed, and said no more about it.


"I have already imparted the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art to you, so it is about time I leave. If you need anything, come to the spirit vein mountain to find me."


With a wave of his sleeve, the Demonic Emperor Old Man prepared to leave the Wang Clan Residence.


"Wait a moment!" Wang Chong called out to stop him.


"Master, there's a matter that I need your help for."


The Demonic Emperor Old Man came to a sudden stop.


……


Time slowly passed, and Li Siye succeeded in turning away the city guards and Imperial Army. Even so, the disturbance in the Wang Clan had garnered a great deal of attention in the capital.


After all, many people had heard that furious roar last night.


However, the Wang Clan quickly managed to suppress the incident. The collapsed walls were quickly repaired so as to prevent outsiders from looking in.


Meanwhile, the Wang Clan outwardly stated that now that Wang Chong had been made a marquis, Madam Wang had decided to rebuild the Wang Clan Residence in celebration.


Although many people still felt it strange and this reason was not utterly persuasive, at least an explanation had been provided.


As a result, people slowly began to focus on other things.


In addition, on the next day, the Wang Clan truly did begin to call over many architects and craftsmen and have wood sent over, erasing many of the people's doubts.


As night fell, a single lantern illuminated Wang Chong's study.


In last night's battle, Wang Chong's study was one of the few structures to be spared.


"You called over my master?" Wang Chong said.


Across from him stood a man wearing a mask of black iron with no features carved on it, revealing only the two eyes.


Although the Demonic Emperor Old Man had not specifically said anything about it during the daytime, he had told Wang Chong the answer through his actions. The Myriad Spirit Sea Art truly had allowed his master to sense the abnormality in the capital and the disappearance of Wang Chong's and his little sister's auras, but this was not the primary reason for his prompt arrival.


The main reason was that someone had run off to the spirit vein to find him: Zhang Qiantuo, the now faceless man who stood before Wang Chong.


Ever since they had returned from the southwest, the faceless man had not entered the Wang Clan Residence and Wang Chong had placed no restrictions on his movements. Amongst all his subordinates, he alone was not being watched by the black-robed men, and he was the only one who had not been imprisoned in the black shroud.


"Yes!"


The faceless man nodded, his voice firm and forthright.


"Ever since we returned from the southwest, I knew that they would start a new operation, and everything proves my conjectures. Young Master, you have already entered their list of must-kill targets."


"I know."


Wang Chong gave a light nod. The resolve of those people was evident simply from the monster that they had used to deal with him.


"If I'm right, that massive bell on the street was also their handiwork, but the assassination attempt afterward probably wasn't. You were nearby at the time. Did you see anything?"


"I only saw a silhouette in the sky. It was moving too fast to see very clearly," the faceless man replied with a shake of his head.


"These people are too secretive, leaving behind no chance for us to get any clues. In addition, even though I saw them last night, they had too many people with them and were too strong. Even if I did show up, I wouldn't have been able to change anything. If I was too impulsive, the only thing I would have accomplished was adding to the body count."


"Mm, your actions were correct."


Wang Chong nodded. Although the black-robed men had been targeting him, the faceless man's decision in that situation was absolutely correct and rational.


"So, have you found their trail?"


"Mm!"


The faceless man showed no emotion, only gave a firm nod. This simple motion caused the atmosphere in the study to suddenly change. In the lantern light, Wang Chong's lips curved into a faint smile.


He had been waiting a long time to hear this news from the faceless man. They could finally begin to move.
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In the southern part of the city, a massive estate stood by the Yuan River. This estate was even larger than the estates of many nobles and ministers.


This was the residence of a Philanthropist Yang. All the people living in the southern part of the city knew of Philanthropist Yang as a famous man of wealth involved in many fields of business: mining, butchery, precious gems, tea leaves… He had accumulated enormous wealth, but he was also very kind and charitable. He would often set up porridge kitchens to feed the city's beggars and impoverished.


To those tenant farmers facing difficulties, he would often generously excuse them from paying rent.


As a result, he had an extremely high reputation in this area of the city.


But at this moment, no one knew that Philanthropist Yang's residence was covered in corpses. The bodies of maids and servants were scattered everywhere.


A group of black-robed people had gathered amongst the corpses.


"Damn it! An entire day has passed, so why hasn't Lu Wu returned?"


"Could Lu Wu really have been killed? That's impossible—Lu Wu is impervious to weapons and has a powerful vitality. What sort of person would be able to kill him?"


"Have you sent someone to investigate?"


"No! The area around the Wang Clan is under heavy guard. It's not even possible to get close."


……


A group of black-robed people walked into the main hall, appearing greatly annoyed and uneasy. Lu Wu had 'disappeared'. Not even if they were beaten to death would they have ever dared to believe that such a thing could happen.


A short black-robed person, around 1.5 meters tall, fearfully said, "Leader, if those above learn that we've lost Lu Wu, we'll probably all be killed!"


"What are you afraid of? They still don't know, right?" said the black-robed leader wearing the demon mask impatiently.


"No one can kill Lu Wu, no one. Send someone to go and see. I need to know what happened after we left!"


"If you want to know what happened, I'll tell you!"


The candles in the hall flickered as a bright and young voice came from outside. Upon hearing this voice, the hall fell into an uproar.


"Who is it?!"


With a shout, all the black-robed people turned to the door, several of them immediately jumping toward it. But before they could get very far, boom! The doors fell inward as the corpse of a black-robed man was thrown through them like a stone, crashing into the center of the hall.


"Everyone, long time no see!"


Outside the door in the flickering light, Wang Chong stood smiling in a purple cape and confidently strode over the threshold.


"It's you!"


Although the black-robed people were stunned at the sight of Wang Chong, they immediately noticed that they had made a mistake. They had never 'seen' Wang Chong before, and their words just now had essentially been a confession.


But none of this was important now. Wang Chong should never have appeared here in the first place.


"Hmph, after so long and all the gifts you've given me, it's about time we met," Wang Chong said with a grim smile.


Even though he had been attacked by these black-robed people three times now, this was Wang Chong's first time seeing their true selves.


"Li Siye, strike!"


At Wang Chong's command, the walls of the hall collapsed and countless people charged in.


"Shit! Run!"


The leader of the black-robed people paled as the hall collapsed. He shot a hurried glance through the clouds of dust and saw that the yard outside was full of people. Wang Chong had brought thousands of people with him, and all of them were top-notch experts.


This was the strength of an elite clan. Since Wang Chong had discovered their nest, he naturally wouldn't come alone, instead calling over all the helpers he could find.


With the Wang Clan's current status, Wang Chong only needed to give the call for thousands of experts to respond. Wang Chong had only brought a small portion of them.


In dealing with these black-robed people, Wang Chong was a lion going all-out against a rabbit, sparing nothing. Since they had dared to attack him, they shouldn't think about leaving alive.


Bang! The black-robed leader stomped on the ground, sensing that something was wrong and immediately leaping out of the hall, quickly vanishing into a cloud of dust.


"Hmph, can you escape?"


Wang Chong made no attempts to pursue as he looked in the direction that the leader fled. He had gathered so many experts to deal with these black-robed people that it would be stranger if they actually managed to succeed in their escape.


"Everyone, don't be afraid. Work together and kill this brat."


"As long as we can capture this brat and use him to coerce the rest, we can still escape."


“Kill this child of destruction and those above will definitely reward us."


……


Seeing that they were surrounded, the black-robed people in the hall felt rage blossom in their hearts, their foul situation stimulating their daring. Shouting, the black-robed men lunged at Wang Chong like hungry wolves.


The air vibrated with the clanging of steel, strange pitch-black Halos of Thorns emerging at the feet of the black-robed men.


The energies of these ten-some people swelled as they savagely assaulted Wang Chong.


"Not knowing your own strength!"


Wang Chong sneered as he shot forward. Bangbangbang! Each of the black-robed men was struck by a single palm from Wang Chong. Time seemed to stop, and all of them seemed to freeze, stuck in place.


Buzz!


In the blink of an eye, a bloody mist suddenly burst out of their bodies, flowing to Wang Chong's body like rivers returning to the sea.


With thud after thud, the black-robed men dropped to the floor, their large bodies withering into dried-up husks.


"What evil art is this?"


"Run!"


……


A few of the black-robed men who had planned on assisting their comrades saw them being sucked dry. Their faces became covered in fear as all their courage and ferocity vanished into nothing and they swiftly turned to flee.


Boom! His eyes glimmering with cold light, Wang Chong made a snatching motion with his right hand. A fierce gale stirred as a powerful attractive force emerged from Wang Chong's body.


Before these people could make it a few zhang, they were stuck in place, the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art absorbing their blood energy and causing it to surge into Wang Chong's body.


Bloody mist madly surged through Wang Chong's pores, and he instantly sucked them dry. After absorbing all this blood energy, Wang Chong once again received a significant boost in strength.


This was the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art. At this level, the Little Yinyang Sword was no longer needed, and when the gap in strength was significant, Wang Chong didn't even need to touch his opponent to use the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art.


Thud! Thud!


The withered husks of the black-robed men dropped to the ground.


Such was the might of the supreme evil art!


So powerful!


Wang Chong looked at the surrounding corpses, a feeling of abnormal power welling up inside him. This was Wang Chong's first time using the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art in battle after using Lu Wu to cultivate the evil art.


These black-robed people had all been very powerful experts, but they were utterly powerless against the supreme evil art. Wang Chong had managed to very easily absorb their decades' worth of energy.


This energy had been obtained so easily and came with a rush of ecstasy. It made one want to immerse themselves in it, to do nothing more than absorb more and more energy.


Someone without an abnormally strong resolve will probably end up becoming a bloodthirsty murderer.


As these thoughts flew through Wang Chong's mind, his eyes flashed with a bright light. He swiftly suppressed the surging blood energy and that incessant desire to absorb more and more.


The ecstasy of killing caused by the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art was far greater than that of the Little Yinyang Art and much more difficult to control. But to Wang Chong, no matter how hard it was to control, it could never be as difficult as contending against fate.


"Ah!"


Screams rang out at his ear. The battle was progressing far more quickly than Wang Chong had imagined. Knowing that these people were the true criminals behind the late-night assassination attempt in the Wang Clan, the experts that Wang Chong had recruited were enraged. All of them did their utmost to encircle and besiege the black-robed men.


Each of the black-robed men was surrounded by several dozen experts, so their fate was easy to imagine.


"Child of destruction, your arrogance won't last for long!"


"The master will avenge us!"


……


Suddenly, the remaining black-robed men roared, their eyes widening in rage as they bit down on the poison sachets in their teeth. Streams of black blood quickly dribbled from their mouths and they thudded to the ground, lifeless.


"Damn it! So fast!"


Wang Chong paled. These people were exactly as Solitary Wolf had described, hiding a sachet of deadly poison in their teeth. But Wang Chong hadn't expected them to be so resolved, committing suicide without even attempting to escape.


Wang Chong quickly regained his composure. No matter how cautious these people were or how decisive, it was impossible for them to not leave any information behind this time!


"Chong-er, I've brought you the people you wanted."


An energetic voice came out of the roiling dust. His sleeves drifting through the air, the Demonic Emperor Old Man descended.


Thump! While still in the air, the Demonic Emperor Old Man flicked his wrist, dropping a person to the ground. It was precisely the person who had tried to escape first, the black-robed leader wearing the demon mask.


For this operation, the Demonic Emperor Old Man had been on stand-by precisely to prevent anybody from escaping. Even a savage existence like Lu Wu had been like a docile lamb in front of the Demonic Emperor Old Man, much less this black-robed leader.


An armored man ran out of the dust and gave Wang Chong a respectful bow before giving his report. "Young Master, we've captured two of the black-robed men. The rest have been executed. The operation is now concluded."
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"Mm, let's go."


Wang Chong nodded his head and left with a wave of his sleeve.


The result of this battle was completely within expectations. Intentionally or unintentionally, the black-robed men had made a fatal mistake in disregarding the existence of Zhang Qiantuo.


Now was the time for them to pay the price.


"Everyone else, stand guard outside. Li Siye, you go outside as well. Without my order, no one is allowed to enter."


Wang Chong issued out a string of orders and then turned to look at his master, the Demonic Emperor Old Man.


"Master, I've troubled you."


"Hmph, I also want to know what sort of person can be so capable that they could create that strange monster."


The Demonic Emperor Old Man slowly stepped forward.


By daring to attack Wang Chong and Wang Xiaoyao, these people had broken his taboo. Even if Wang Chong had said nothing, he would still have taken matters into his own hands and sought to uproot their organization.


Dragons were said to be enraged if one touched their reverse scale, and the Demonic Emperor Old Man's reverse scale was the lives of his last two disciples, Wang Chong and Wang Xiaoyao.


Anyone who dared to touch them would die!


Buzz!


The Demonic Emperor Old Man spread apart his fingers, and the black-robed leader on the ground was suddenly raised up by some invisible energy and brought to the old man's palm.


The Demonic Emperor Old Man closed his eyes and a thick black energy immediately entered the head of the black-robed man.


The evil path had many methods of searching a person's memories.


As the former hegemon of the evil path and its supreme expert, the Demonic Emperor Old Man knew a significant number of these methods. If powerhouses of the evil path like him wanted to know the truth of some incident, they wouldn't need to use torture tools and interrogation. They could extract the truth straight from the subjects.


Buzz!


Time slowly passed. The Demonic Emperor Old Man remained standing in place while the leader of the black-robed men floated in the air, his body shuddering and writhing, his lips letting out moans and groans as if he was experiencing some terrible pain.


The techniques of the evil path, especially those that had the goal of searching a target's memories, were all extremely domineering and cruel, with severe side effects.


The majority of the people subjected to this art would have their minds severely damaged and ultimately end up as idiots.


Wang Chong stood next to the Demonic Emperor Old Man, looking at his master with anticipation. Even in his own generation, the Demonic Emperor Old Man was still someone that the vast majority of people could only look up to and existed far beyond their reach.


If not even he could turn up any information on these people, then others certainly could not.


Everything has its reason. By capturing the leader of this group, I should be able to quickly find out their true goal, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Across the entire Central Plains and its surrounding foreign kingdoms, there was basically no secret that Wang Chong did not know. But these black-robed men did not seem to exist in any corner of history and Wang Chong had no memory of them. Everything about them seemed to be cloaked in a thick and befuddling fog.


Time continued to slowly pass, and the Demonic Emperor Old Man finally opened his eyes.


Wang Chong took two steps forward and asked with deep concern, "Master, how is it? Did you find out their background?"


To Wang Chong's surprise, the Demonic Emperor Old Man did not immediately answer the question, only gave a long sigh of surprise.


"What a formidable mental seal! In my decades living in the martial world, I've never encountered such a powerful and top-notch mental technique. Chong-er, you're facing a true opponent this time."


With these final words, the Demonic Emperor Old Man turned to Wang Chong, a hint of deep worry flashing through his eyes.


"Master, were you not able to find anything?"


Wang Chong felt his heart thump as he suddenly had an ill foreboding. His master's reaction was not that of someone who had succeeded.


Wang Chong found it very difficult to imagine something that not even his master, the greatest expert of the evil path, could resolve.


"Hmph, how could that be possible? No matter how formidable their seals are, it's not possible to completely hold me back."


The Demonic Emperor Old Man snorted as his eyebrows slightly rose. His face exuded an aura of disdain and confidence.


"The other side has an extremely formidable master of mental seals. All the critical memories have been sealed, and carelessly touching them will immediately make these people explode and die. This naturally means that no information will be leaked."


The Demonic Emperor Old Man extended a finger and pointed at the black-robed leader.


"However, nothing is absolute. No matter how formidable their defenses are, I still managed to find some information about them. These people call themselves the Children of God. They apparently believe that they're following some actual god. Hah, ridiculous!"


The Demonic Emperor Old Man ended his words with a snort.


As the greatest master of the evil path, the Demonic Emperor Old Man had never worshiped any god, much less believed in one. It was just a bunch of fools being fooled.


Moreover, if a god really did exist, wouldn't he himself be a god?


"…It's just a bunch of idiots play-acting as ghosts and gods."


The Demonic Emperor Old Man showed disdain in his eyes. In the world of martial arts, the strong eating the weak had always been the indisputable and basic principle. If a 'god' really did exist, they would just be some even more powerful martial artist.


The minds of people were ignorant!


"A god?"


Wang Chong's brows rose and he seemed to fall into deep thought. This information was completely unexpected.


"Oh, that's right. Although this is a faction of ignorant, furtive, and shady people, they have a few extraordinary aspects. Your master has discovered from their memories that the monster we killed previously was a thing they called Lu Wu, a living being they say was created by God. Although I don't believe that any person in this world can call themselves 'god', that monster truly was rather good."


The Demonic Emperor Old Man gave a rare nod of approval.


A monster that even Wootz Steel weapons could not harm could never be a product of nature. If the Demonic Emperor Old Man had not used the Myriad Spirit Sea Art that could break all defenses in the world, then perhaps it really would have been impossible to capture that monster.


"…In addition, although their mental seals are extremely formidable, I found a few clues. If I'm right, these people probably come from the northwest. This is also why the Central Plains essentially has no record of their existence."


"The northwest?"


Wang Chong's brow creased once more. That was precisely the next area he was headed. If their base was there…


"I've troubled Master this time!"


Wang Chong took in a deep breath and broke off this train of thought. At the same time, he called over the people outside.


"Come, take these people back with us!"


More information could still be extracted from the leader of the black-robed men and the two other captives. And Wang Chong at least knew the simplest method of letting the enemy off in order to catch the bigger prey later.


"Yes, Young Master!"


Several experts stepped forward in response, but just when they had finished their bows and were preparing to lift the black-robed leader from the ground, something strange happened…


Bang! Right before their eyes, the head of the demon-masked man suddenly exploded, bits of flesh and blood sprinkling a circle with a radius of several zhang.


This was quickly followed by the sounds of two more detonations from elsewhere.


"Ah!"


Cries of alarm and turmoil could be heard outside.


"Young Master, bad news!"


"Young Master, the heads of the two men we captured suddenly exploded for some reason!"


……


Several guards quickly rushed in to give their report.


The atmosphere instantly changed. As Wang Chong gazed at the blood-covered ground, his face twisted into a grimace. He had had plans for these people, but they were now useless.


"I was still too slow. I didn't think their reaction would be so fast!"


The Demonic Emperor Old Man also had a grim expression. He had reacted much faster than Wang Chong, immediately sensing when the signs of strange activity in the black-robed leader began. But he had still been a moment too slow.


Although he was hailed as the greatest evil expert, he was not that skilled in the field of mental seals. And the person who had placed those seals in the minds of these black-robed people was clearly a master of that particular field.


"These people are too cautious."


Wang Chong's brows were raised very high.


The black-robed leader's head would not explode for no reason. The greatest possibility was that the faction backing the black-robed people had discovered the Demonic Emperor Old Man and sensed that the seal had been touched. As a result, they detonated the seals in the minds of the black-robed men and killed them.


A hint of gloom appeared on Wang Chong's face. His opponents were far more cautious than he had imagined. Although he had managed to obtain a few clues, even more riddles had come with them.


And his opponents possessed mystical methods. Whether it was Lu Wu or those exquisite mental seals, these were methods beyond the scope of normal martial arts. But Wang Chong quickly regained his composure.


"Hmph, no matter how fast your reaction is or how cautious you are, there will come a day where I'll uncover all of you! If I can catch you once, I can catch you twice," Wang Chong coldly said. Although his opponents had destroyed a critical piece, Wang Chong had still obtained what he wanted.


"Li Siye, give the order for withdrawal!"


"Yes, Young Master!"


The grandiose operation came to a complete close.


……


"Chong-er, have you decided on the location of your fief?"


In the Wang Clan Residence, Wang Gen sat on a sandalwood armchair, dressed in his crimson official robe and python belt of gold and blue. He sipped on a cup of tea, his expression relaxed and content.


A joyous reunion left the mind refreshed, and Wang Gen's ruddy complexion was a clear indication of his good mood.


When one person obtained the Dao, even their chickens and dogs would ascend with them to the heavens. The merit Wang Chong had achieved in the southwest had placed the entire Wang Clan on the path to success. Even his big uncle Wang Gen had been rewarded by the Imperial Court. This point was obvious from his robe and belt.


But Wang Gen was still most concerned about the question of Wang Chong's fief, and this was the primary reason for his visit.


The descendants of the Wang Clan were connected through blood, sharing both glory and dishonor as one. The incident of the southwest was enough to illustrate this principle.


The matter of this fief seemed simple, but it concerned the continuation and long-term welfare of a noble clan. Any great clan obtaining a fief was no minor affair, and the Wang Clan was treating it no differently.


"Chong-er, I've already thought of a place for you. Over these last few days, I've made a comprehensive review of the fiefs of the Great Tang and I've found a great place."


Beaming, Wang Gen put down his tea cup. With a flick of his finger, he unfurled a scroll on the table, revealing a map of the Great Tang in front of Wang Chong.


"Across the world, no place is more prosperous than Longxi. The place I've chosen for you is in Zhao County. The area there isn't big, but it's extremely rich and populated. Solely through taxation, one can achieve a yearly income of around two hundred thousand taels of gold. Don't you need money right now? This is the best choice!"


Wang Gen intoned these final words as if each one held a great weight.


These simple words were the result of Wang Gen's heartfelt and devoted research. This was also a conclusion that was most favorable to both Wang Chong and the entire Wang lineage.


As long as it had this land, then even if the Wang Clan made no more achievements or produced no talented descendants, the Wang lineage would remain safe and well-provided for.


'Don't entrust a clan's rise and fall to a single person, and don't entrust a clan's success and failure to a single moment.' This was the philosophy that every great clan pursued in order to continue their lines and remain safe and sound through the generations.


The Wang Clan could finally feel the edge of that invisible 'threshold'.


This was also the reason for Wang Gen's excitement.
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"Big Uncle, the lands of Zhao are good, but I've already thought of a place." Wang Chong suddenly spoke, interrupting Wang Gen's words. The seated Wang Gen's expression froze, his entire body stunned.


"…I've also thought for a very long time about the question of the fief. Although Zhao County is good, for me, there's an even more suitable place."


Wang Chong blew the bubbles off the surface of his tea and took a sip, his expression unperturbed as he spoke.


"You already have an idea?"


Wang Gen's eyes widened, his mind unable to grasp the notion. Wang Chong's words had caught him completely by surprise.


"Where do you want your fief? What place could be better than Zhao County?"


"Wushang!"


Wang Chong extended a finger toward an unremarkable location on Wang Gen's map, to the west of Longxi. Upon seeing the place that Wang Chong pointed out, Wang Gen found himself growing nervous, the smile fading from his face.


"Chong-er, are you joking with me?" Wang Gen said in wide-eyed disbelief. His first reaction was that Wang Chong was playing a joke on him, he had misheard, or Wang Chong had pointed to the wrong place on the map. But the earnestness on Wang Chong's face clearly indicated that this was no joke, so Wang Gen quickly turned serious.


"Chong-er, a fief is no minor matter. Do you know how many clans and nobles are envious of us? These are the golden words of the Sage Emperor, a major affair unprecedented in the last few decades. Other than the capital, you can pick any place in the entire Great Tang. This is an enormous show of favor."


Wang Gen had always viewed his nephew with great importance and trust. From a certain point of view, he favored him more than his own son. Others said that Wang Chong, not his own son Wang Li, was the Qilin son of the Wang Clan, the number one figure of the Wang lineage's younger generation, yet not only was Wang Gen not displeased, he felt honored and proud of such praise.


But this time was completely different.


"Wushang? Do you know what sort of place that is? 'Of all the places in the world, no place is more prosperous than Longyou.' There's no better choice than picking a fief in Longxi. Moreover… although you developed a few conflicts with Geshu Han during the Regional Commanders incident, the fief is by His Majesty's decree, so not even Geshu Han would dare to object. If this matter is done well, it will be of enormous benefit to both you and our Wang Clan. And yet you want to set up your fief in this barren and impoverished land near Qixi? Just what are you thinking?"


Wang Gen spoke these words with great solemnity, and he straightened up and looked gravely at his nephew.


Wang Gen had no impression of this place known as 'Wushang', but he did know the place that Wang Chong had pointed out on the map. If Wang Chong had picked a slightly better place, Wang Gen would have never reacted this way. But Wang Chong had insisted on picking this barren land on the road to the west. This was a complete waste of the fief that the Imperial Court had given to Wang Chong and the Wang Clan.


"Haha, Big Uncle, I know you find this very difficult to accept, but I naturally have my reasons for this."


Wang Chong smiled at the rebuke and took a light sip of his tea. His expression was calm and natural, not at all nervous.


"Then what is it?"


Perhaps influenced by Wang Chong's demeanor, Wang Gen took in a deep breath and relaxed a little.


"Haha, Big Uncle, Wushang truly is an impoverished land without much prosperity. But, Big Uncle, take a careful look. Where is it located?"


Wang Chong gestured his finger over the map. Wang Gen had not noticed it at first glance, but his eyes widened as he noticed this time. He probed, "You are speaking of the Silk Road?"


"Yes! The Silk Road!"


Wang Chong smiled and pointed at a place close to Wushang. A winding road ran through that place, that famed road to the west frequently mentioned in all of the Great Tang and the foreign kingdoms, the Silk Road.


"You have a plan for this road?"


Wang Gen glanced at Wang Chong as he contemplated the matter, his expression slowly losing its sternness. The Silk Road to the west was also the famous Road of Gold. Countless merchants from the east and west traveled along this road, bringing with them silk, spices, jewels, jade ware, porcelain, camels, tea leaves… Almost all the Hu merchants and Western Regions merchants operating in the Great Tang used this road.


The immense price disparity between the goods of the east and west had resulted in immense profits, giving rise to many extremely wealthy merchants.


Those Hu merchants who traded with the Great Tang were all fabulously wealthy. Pearls, agate, jade ware… they treated them like earthen tiles.


The products they traded in were all staples, and the fortunes they had accumulated were so vast that it was impossible for many people to even imagine it. Even the great clans felt inadequate before such wealth. In terms of importance, the road to the west was the world's number one, far more important than the famed Tea Horse Road of the southwest.


From a certain perspective, the Great Tang owed no small part of its current prosperity to the Silk Road that connected it to the various other countries.


"Big Uncle, the lands of Zhao truly are decent, but it's stagnant water. The most revenue it can make will be two hundred thousand, but the Silk Road to the west is different. Whether it was the Great Han Dynasty, the previous dynasty, or this dynasty, the first thing they did after uniting the realm was to reopen this Silk Road that connects the east to the west. One can easily imagine the importance with which the empire views this trade route," Wang Chong declared with confidence.


"Big Uncle, you also know just how affluent the Hu merchants of the capital are. Those Hu merchants from the Western Regions, the spice merchants from the Abbasid Caliphate, and the jewel merchants from Charax Spasinu spent every year crossing vast distances to reach the Great Tang, all of them carrying vast sums of wealth with them. Has Big Uncle ever thought about just how much wealth passes through this trade route every day, with all these merchants constantly traversing this road?"




"This…"


Wang Gen had nothing to say. He knew even more clearly than Wang Chong the great importance that the Great Tang Imperial Court placed on this road to the west, and this regard was inspired solely by the Sage Emperor himself.


No one in the Great Tang, not inside or outside the court, would ever dare to question the Sage Emperor's decision.


This was why that trade route had remained so easy to traverse.


Moreover, Wang Chong was also correct in that this road to the west truly was brimming with wealth. Even the Bureau of Revenue of the Imperial Court found it difficult to calculate the amount of wealth flowing through it each day, much less others.


"So, Chong-er, you intend to snatch some of this trade route's wealth for yourself?"


"Mm!"


Wang Chong gave a firm nod, his gaze profound and his expression appearing to gaze far into the future.


"But this way will be fruitless. The east-west trade is the exclusive business of those Hu merchants, and they don't permit anyone else to enter. In the past, when the Silk Road was opened, no small number of great clans and noble houses eyed this trade route. Even a few of the princes of the imperial household participated. But they quickly realized that we couldn't understand the languages of the Western Regions, Arabia, and Charax Spasinu. Adding onto that the fact that the Tang view learning barbarian languages with contempt, the long and arduous journey required to reach Arabia and Charax Spasinu, and our unfamiliarity with the environment, those efforts were essentially all failures. After failing several times, the great clans and noble houses completely gave up on the idea.


"Chong-er, it's not that I want to reject your idea. It's a rather good one, but carrying it out is quite implausible."


Wang Gen shook his head and looked worriedly at Wang Chong. Wang Chong's ambition to use the Silk Road to the west and take some of its wealth for himself was truly worth his acknowledgment.


But he was clearly treating things too simply.


If one could so easily get a cut of the profits, then in all the years since the founding of the Great Tang, the numerous nobles would have long ago partitioned up the profits. How could this situation have lasted until it was finally the Wang Clan's turn?


In the southwestern war, Wang Chong truly had revealed an extraordinary talent for the art of war. But the art of war was different from the art of commerce, and even Wang Chong didn't seem capable of mastering both fields at the same time.


"Haha, Big Uncle, you've misunderstood."


Wang Chong unexpectedly smiled.


"I have no intention of dipping my toe into the Silk Road's trade of silk, spices, and gems, entering the Abbasid Caliphate or Charax Spasinu to buy and sell. The road to the west is more than ten thousand li long. In one year, you can at most run one or two caravans. The time needed for return on investment is far too long."


"Return on investment?"


A hint of surprise flashed through Wang Gen's eyes, but he completely regained his composure. He was already used to the astonishing statements made by his nephew. The line 'the one who laughs last laughs best' was known by everyone in the capital.


"If you don't plan to enter this business, then what is your plan?"


Wang Gen was truly rather confused. The most profitable venture on the road to the west was the trade of silk, spices, and gems… If he wasn't planning on involving himself in this trade, then how did he plan to make money?


Wang Gen truly found it impossible to see through his nephew.


"Haha, I naturally plan to build a city there and make profit from those merchants!"


Wang Chong smiled as he brought his tea cup down onto the map with a thud, placing it on the Silk Road. This move was beyond all expectations, and Wang Gen stared in a daze at that cup on the map of the Great Tang, speechless.


"Big Uncle!"


Wang Chong pushed back his chair and stood up.


"The road to the west is a place of great fortune, but the road is long, and as they say, a long night brings many dreams. As a result, the road to the west is plagued by bandits, and the complexity of the terrain makes it difficult for the Imperial Court to restrain them, with many suppression missions having been forced to return in failure.


"Previously, for the sake of the Hyderabad ore, I ordered Li Siye to destroy the largest bandit group on the Silk Road, the Black Dragon Bandits. But the Black Dragon Bandits were only one of the groups. Before them were the Flowing Dragon Bandits, the Black Flame Bandits… and there are certain to be more bandit groups in the future. As long as there are profits, this situation will continue to crop up no matter how many times you stamp it down.


"Imagine for a moment if there was a city on the westward road. All the traveling merchants could obtain protection and supplies there. Would they be willing to come? And those merchants traveling to the west all have massive caravans with hundreds of members, perhaps even exceeding one thousand. Having this many people stop for a single day will result in significant expenditure. What if we let them buy and sell things without fee there? Would anyone be willing to start a business there? And the merchants traveling to the west are quite generous in this aspect.


"And once a lot of these people gather, we can start collecting a tax. How does Big Uncle think such a city will fare? After all, this is an exclusive business!"


Wang Chong turned and gave a faint smile to Wang Gen.



                                                                        Chapter 679: The Strongest in the World, the Wushang Cavalry! 

                                                                                




Translated by: Hypersheep325


Edited by: Michyrr





Sitting across from Wang Chong, Wang Gen was flabbergasted, his eyes wide and mouth agape. He had only thought about finding a suitable fief for Wang Chong, but he had never imagined that Wang Chong wanted to construct a city.


And what shocked Wang Gen most of all was Wang Chong's final words. The road to the west truly presented a large business opportunity, and if Wang Chong could succeed in the way he described, then it really would be an exclusive business.


Along the entire Silk Road, it would be the only city and also the only relay station. All the merchants, whether they were from the Western Regions, Charax Spasinu, or the Abbasid Caliphate, would have to pass through Wang Chong's city if they wanted to conduct trade.


Countless wealthy clans and noble houses of the Great Tang Empire had tried to get a slice of profit from the westward road, but none of them had ever succeeded. The reasons were simple. The first was naturally that no one had ever thought of the idea that Wang Chong had described.


The other reason was that it had been many years since the Great Tang had made an exception and bestowed a fief. Without a fief, no one could construct a city on the Silk Road.


Given the importance with which the Sage Emperor viewed the Silk Road, the idea would immediately be rejected by the Imperial Court.


But now, Wang Chong had truly obtained that special right. Wang Gen had to admit that he had underestimated his nephew. His plans were far greater than his own.


And if he succeeded, there was a high chance that the Wang Clan would be making much more than it could from the affluent lands of Zhao County.


Wang Chong gazed at his clearly stunned and pensive big uncle, inwardly smiling. This idea for building a city was not a revolutionary idea in the world that he had come from.


But in this world, it was clearly a new thing that no one had ever thought of.


"I still have one final question. Building a city is no small matter, especially when there was nothing there before. This will require a massive investment. Not even the Imperial Court would dare to casually bring up the idea of building a city on the road to the west. Moreover, you already expended all your money in your bid to reinforce the southwest. How can you build a city by just relying on the three million taels of gold that the Sage Emperor rewarded you with?" Wang Gen asked.


Lion City in the southwest had not been very big but had still cost millions of taels of gold, and it had also been an empty city. In addition, building a city in the impoverished and wild lands of the road to the west would be far more difficult than building Lion City in the southwest.


One also had to consider that Wang Chong would also have to build inns of sorts in the city, adding to the already enormous expenditure. This was not something the Wang Clan alone could sustain.


The amount of capital needed to construct this sort of city from nothing would make even those ancient, prosperous, and wealthy clans of the capital shrink back in fear.


"Haha, that's even easier. The capital has so many great clans and nobles, is Big Uncle still worried about money?"


Wang Chong gave a confident grin. The people of the world would rush in every direction for the sake of profit. In the southwestern war, Wang Chong had fully experienced this principle.


All he was doing now was reusing this principle.


In truth, he didn't even need to say anything for countless people in the capital to eagerly await the chance to work with him.


"Okay!"


Wang Gen suddenly slapped the table and got out of his chair. He had been a little angry when Wang Chong first talked about setting up a fief in Wushang, but now, his anger had all dissipated and his eyes shone with excitement.


"Chong-er, your uncle has never doubted your talent in the art of war. In the field of commerce… no one in the Wang Clan has a better mind for it than you. The thing that concerned me most about you was your head for politics. Ever since ancient times, countless famous generals ended up getting their entire families killed because they didn't understand the politics of court. The greater one's talent in the art of war and the higher one climbs, the greater the calamity one will attract.


"This has always been my worry. After all, you are still very young. But now… I can be completely at ease."


Wang Gen's complexion was ruddy and he seemed to be ecstatic. 'A man might be innocent, but a hidden treasure makes him guilty1.' An exclusive business on the road to the west was truly good, but it could easily bring a massive disaster.



But if Wang Chong involved the noble houses and the great clans of the capital in this venture, everything would be different. It was the equivalent of all the noble houses and clans standing together with the Wang Clan.


Just through this alone, the Wang Clan's position in court would be invincible. This was a true 'eternally steadfast position'!


In the future, even when Wang Chong truly entered the court and began to wield political power, the connections he had built up now would be enough for him to become an extremely influential figure in the court.


Wang Gen could see signs of the Old Master on Wang Chong's body!


Wang Gen quickly left the Wang Clan Residence, satisfied and content. His nephew was always this outstanding, always making him so proud. When Wang Gen left, he did so with firmer step and higher head.


With a nephew like this, what more could he ask for?


What great undertaking would the Wang Clan ever have to worry about?


But Wang Gen had no idea that when he left, Wang Chong fell quiet, his gaze resting on the table, on the map his big uncle had left behind. His eyes paused on the famous Silk Road for only a few moments before quickly shifting west, toward the Great Tang's northwest.


The Western Regions!


Wang Gen was completely unaware that Wang Chong's decision to establish his fief in Wushang was not at all because of the Silk Road, but because of the distant Western Regions, because of the Great Tang's Anxi Protectorate!


The Silk Road was a renowned Road of Riches, the Road of Gold, but it was also the lifeline for the Great Tang's Anxi Protectorate! Every year, countless Great Tang weapons and supplies were transported along this road.


Winds would precede a coming storm, and no one except Wang Chong knew that the next danger facing the empire would come from the Great Tang's northwest. In a place that no one was paying attention to, an empire as powerful as the Great Tang was reaching out its tentacle toward the Great Tang's Western Regions.


This would be a war between the two great empires of the east and west.


Unlike the southwestern war, this war would only involve the 30,000 soldiers of the Anxi Protectorate army, far fewer than the 180,000 soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army. And the number of casualties from this war and Great Tang civilians affected was far from reaching one million.


In truth, the true people affected were the Hu of the Western Regions.


But the far-reaching effects from this battle would be far greater than those of the southwestern war, because this campaign affected the entire Central Plains!


Gao Xianzhi, although you and I stand on different sides, in this matter, I will do everything I can to help you! I hope that you won't disappoint me! Wang Chong said silently.


The Anxi Protectorate had only 30,000 soldiers, but these 30,000 soldiers were the most elite cavalry of the Great Tang. In terms of martial arts, training, and teamwork, they were the strongest soldiers in the Great Tang Empire.


All the soldiers sent there were the strongest soldiers that could be sent from the various circuits, prefectures, and border forts of the Great Tang. Moreover, they were equipped with all sorts of weapons and the best rations. Just in terms of ballistae, they had tens of thousands, almost one for each soldier. And they also had many granaries.


The best equipment that the Bureau of Military Personnel could send was also sent to that place.


In addition, ever since Emperor Wu of Han had opened up the Western Regions, the Central Plains had always wielded enormous influence over the area. Moreover, Gao Xianzhi was a foreigner, could understand many foreign languages, and was skilled in handling disputes between the Han and foreigners. Thus, although the Tang only had 30,000 soldiers in the Western Regions, the foreigners could muster an army of around 180,000 that the Tang had a great deal of control over.


For this reason, although the Anxi Protectorate had few Tang soldiers, it still had an extremely formidable fighting force. Gao Xianzhi also had a good relationship with Feng Changqing, this foreigner and Han forming the renowned 'Twin Walls of the Empire' and serving as the strongest protectors of the Western Regions.


The only thing restraining them was the long supply and reinforcement line.


The moment a war began, the Anxi Protectorate could only rely on its combined foreigner-Han army of around 200,000, with the most reliable members of this force being the 30,000 elites of Anxi.


Additional supplies and reinforcements were basically impossible!


This was an innate flaw that the Twin Walls of the Empire could not fix! And this was the Great Tang's greatest weakness in its war with the ascendant Abbasid Caliphate of the far west.


This fief established on the Silk Road was the greatest contribution Wang Chong could make toward this future war in the Western Regions. Once there was a large city on the road to the west that could serve as an economic, military and logistics hub, as well as a storage area, then if anything happened to the Western Regions, the soldiers in the city could rapidly travel west as reinforcements. This city would become the Anxi Protectorate's greatest source of supply and fastest source of reinforcements during a war.


This was the reason Wang Chong had rejected the prosperous Zhao County in Longxi and chosen the impoverished lands on the Silk Road for the location of his fief. As for why he had chosen Wushang instead of any other place on the Silk Road, the reason was very simple: that place contained the strongest and highest-quality soldiers in all of the Great Tang!


In the Central Plains from his last life, when the calamity was imminent, the Great Tang Imperial Court made a massive error in judgment. It determined that the otherworldly invaders were not as strong as the legends had claimed.


This was because those foreign invaders had encountered stiff resistance at a place called Wushang. Before they had even stepped into the Central Plains, they had suffered a significant number of casualties.


As a result, the Great Tang did not view those otherworldly invaders with much regard, electing instead to focus on Goguryeo, the Turks, Mengshe Zhao, and Ü-Tsang.


It was only when the Tang army finally clashed with the foreign invaders and crumbled away, utterly shattering before that otherworldly army, that the Great Tang learned just how powerful those invaders were.


When Wang Chong became the Grand Marshal of the world, he gathered up the remaining soldiers from Wushang, a total of six thousand people, and trained them into the most elite, most powerful, most courageous, and most loyal of his subordinates. They were hailed as the 'Wushang Cavalry', the strongest soldiers of the Central Plains.


Whether mounted or unmounted, the Wushang Cavalry were a formidable fighting force. Moreover, the Wushang people had unique meridians innately suited for cultivating martial arts. Not even the famous Tongluo could compare in this aspect.


Alas, by the time Wang Chong had brought his attention to this matter, only six thousand Wushang people remained. Wang Chong had inquired and learned that at its prime, the Wushang village had fifty thousand people.


Even if one subtracted the women, elders, and children, there were still around thirty thousand strong men.


Unfortunately, these people had all died in battle against the otherworldly invasion!


This was one of Wang Chong's deepest regrets from back then!


Six thousand Wushang Cavalry had been enough to prop up the war effort in the late phase of the great calamity, and if he had had thirty thousand, everything would have been different.


______________
1. The meaning of this saying is that while a man might be innocent, his lust for wealth makes him guilty and will lead to disaster.↩
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Now that Wang Chong had a chance to repeat everything and had the authority to establish a fief, he wouldn't let the chance slip by. His mind was set on getting the fifty thousand valiant warriors of Wushang.


According to the laws of the Great Tang, once Wang Chong established a city there and made it his fief, the village of the Wushang people would fall under his administration, and no one would be able to take it from him.


In the future, this would become one of his largest chips in his bid to change fate and recreate the Great Tang!


It's about time for some things to get put on the agenda.


This thought on his mind, Wang Chong took the map of the Great Tang from the table and quickly left the room.


……


"What? The Young Marquis actually chose an impoverished and remote place like Wushang to establish his fief!"


"Has he gone crazy? Why would he give up such a good chance?"


"What a waste! The Wang Clan actually threw away such a good chance! This is a great show of favor from the Son of Heaven, something that countless people could only dream of. Wang Chong's ignorance can be excused by his youth, but Wang Gen is an old official of the court. Why didn't he try and advise his nephew to do otherwise? What was he thinking?"


……


The news that Wang Chong had chosen the distant Wushang as his fief sent massive waves through the capital. Everyone was struck dumb by this 'rash' decision.


Selecting a rich land to nurture the later generations was a choice that every great clan would make without hesitation, but the Wang Clan had unexpectedly chosen a most barren and uncivilized land for its fief. Not even if they had dashed their heads against the ground would anyone have expected such a decision.


When the news reached King Qi, he was first dazed, and then he sneered. "Hmph, it seems that we've overestimated them. Since the Wang Clan has chosen Wushang, inform the Bureau of Revenue and have this matter settled as quickly as possible. If too much time passes, something might happen and the Wang Clan might regret its decision."


It was rare for the Wang Clan to make such a low-level mistake, and he wouldn't let the opportunity go by. Quickly setting this matter in stone would be the best response to the Wang Clan.


But King Qi's satisfaction was not able to last for long. Soon after the Bureau of Revenue endorsed the decision, the situation was reversed. News quickly spread through the capital that the Young Marquis had chosen Wushang as his fief with the intent of exploiting the Silk Road to the west.


Moreover, the Young Marquis had decided to build a massive city on the Silk Road that would serve as a rest stop for merchants traveling through. He wanted to build inns, restaurants, and tea houses, and also store a large number of supplies. This city would serve as a resupply point for merchants and also assist them in their dearest need: protection.


This news shook the capital. The first to react to this news were the extremely powerful Hu merchants of the capital. All the merchants from the Western Regions, the Abbasid Caliphate, and Charax Spasinu rushed to the Wang Clan to inquire about this city. When would it be built? How big would it be? What was the specific location? What supplies could it offer?…


These were the questions that concerned them.


The Silk Road was a vital path connecting the east and west, and a vast and uncountable fortune flowed through it. So great was the wealth flowing through it that all countries and all peoples knew of its name.


But this long trade route was always plagued by bandits and thieves, which were a constant pain to the merchants. It was for this reason that the news that Wang Chong was building a city on the Silk Road had immediately attracted the notice of the Hu merchants.


They were also the ones who paid the most attention to it.


If this city could offer resupply and could also offer protection in the case of bandit raids, all the Hu merchants would happily give the matter their full support.


More news quickly followed. On the same day that the Bureau of Revenue approved the location of the fief, a wastrel scion of the capital began to say that Wang Chong had already given the three million taels of gold awarded by the Sage Emperor to the master architect of the Bureau of Works, Zhang Shouzhi, giving the man who had built the Imperial Palace full authority over the matter.


And Zhang Shouzhi had already ordered his disciples to begin recruiting workers.


That wastrel scion had only learned of this news before anyone else because of his close relationship to Zhang Shouzhi's trusted disciples. Meanwhile, the Wang Clan and Zhang Shouzhi were still under information lockdown.


More news was released. The Young Marquis had already announced to the various great clans of the capital that the Wang Clan was not intending to enjoy the fief on the Silk Road alone. The Wang Clan was willing to open the construction of the city and the development of inns and restaurants to all the great clans of the capital. Everyone could enjoy the profits of the Silk Road together.


A single stone could stir a thousand waves, and this news made all the great clans of the capital almost go mad. The profits from the Silk Road to the west were so enormous that no one even dared to imagine them, and one also had to consider the fact that the city Wang Chong was building on the Silk Road was the sole fief. No one else could compete with him over it.


That was a true exclusive business!


If Wang Chong was willing to open this business to everyone, the great clans could obtain a nigh unimaginable fortune, and unlike normal businesses, this was not a single transaction. By participating, all the clans could obtain an endless stream of profit.


No great clan could refuse this proposal. The moment Wang Chong opened his mouth, all of them were struggling past each other to make their way to his door.


Wang Gen also quickly made his stance known. Wang Chong's decision of Wushang had his full support. Moreover, Wang Gen also stated to outsiders that Wang Chong's decisions were the decisions of the entire Wang Clan.


The Wang Clan from top to bottom had given its full support for the building of a city at Wushang.


With this last bit of news, everything was settled. The matter of building a city at Wushang instantly became the talk of the capital. Many clan patriarchs even felt like they had to personally take action, and paid visits to the Wang Clan, accompanied by gifts of gold and treasure.


With this, the greatest obstacle to Wang Chong's construction of the city was addressed.


"Siye, I'll leave this matter to you. No matter what, you must do your utmost to recruit, cajole, and subdue the people of Wushang."


In his study, Wang Chong and Li Siye stood across from each other. Taking a token from his waist, Wang Chong gave it to Li Siye.


"This is my marquis token. Take it with you. If it's necessary, you can transfer soldiers from the Qixi Protectorate, Beiting Protectorate, or any of the other surrounding armies, and have them work with you. The people of Wushang worship strength, but solely brute force won't be enough to make them yield. You won't need just incredible strength, but also wisdom and courtesy to obtain victory."


"Yes, this general will go!"


A hint of doubt flickered through Li Siye's eyes, but he quickly clasped his fist and bowed.


Li Siye had never heard of Wushang, much less been there, and he certainly didn't know why Wang Chong viewed it with such importance. However, it was the duty of soldiers to follow orders, and besides, Li Siye believed that no matter what Wang Chong did, he always had his reasons.


Taking Wang Chong's token, Li Siye quickly left, leaving Wang Chong alone in the room.


All was quiet. The expression in Wang Chong's eyes constantly shifted as a pensive look appeared on his face. The Wushang worshiped strength and would not easily submit. Otherwise, someone would have been able to make them surrender by now, and so many of them wouldn't have died during the otherworldly invasion.


But Wang Chong wasn't that worried about Li Siye. After all, Li Siye was the future Invincible Great General. By relying on his strength and courage, he could alter the course of a war, and through his personal charisma, he could win over many followers.


In all the Central Plains, only Li Siye could rely on his own strength to rally the troops and reverse the course of a battle, despite his lack of knowledge in military strategy and formations.


If not even Li Siye could make the Wushang submit, then no one could.


Now, it's time to think about how to construct that city.


With this thought, Wang Chong broke free from his contemplations and left the study.


A familiar figure was sitting in the reception hall of the Wang Clan, bearing a ruddy complexion and energetic air as they sipped tea.


"Young Master!"


Seeing Wang Chong come out, Zhang Shouzhi almost scalded his tongue in his haste to put down his tea and stand.


"I've made you wait a long time."


As Wang Chong spoke, he gestured for Zhang Shouzhi to remain seated and sat himself down across from him.


"Haha, I heard that Young Master was receiving a guest, so I told them to not disturb you. But I didn't think that Young Master would arrive before you were even informed."


Zhang Shouzhi smiled as he sat himself back down.


"Quite a few great clans have probably gotten in touch with you recently, right?"


Wang Chong took a sip from another cup of tea.


"Haha, with Young Master's blessing, everyone is now keeping a close watch on that fief by the Silk Road, all of them wanting a cut of the profits. I've counted, and almost eighty percent of the great clans in the capital have come to find me. I've received so much gold, pearls, agate, coral, and jade that my hands have gone soft.


"As for the remaining twenty percent, the majority of them lack the strength and know that they can't compete with the other clans, so they didn't come to see me."


Zhang Shouzhi was all smiles as he spoke. The matter of the fief by the Silk Road and his close association with Wang Chong had made him quite the popular character in the capital. The number of people coming to see him with gifts in hand, if lined up, would stretch from the eastern wall of the capital to the western wall. When one thought about how coldly he had been treated previously, his current situation became even more unimaginable.


"But, Young Master, with all these people, I've become a little afraid of all the wealth I've gathered! I request Young Master's assistance in indicating which people I should receive gifts from and which I shouldn't."


"Choose? Why should we choose? Just accept it all."


Wang Chong chuckled and took a cake from the table.


"Ah?"


Wang Chong's words made Zhang Shouzhi's eyes widen. He had never dared to believe that Wang Chong would want to accept gifts from everyone.


The capital was home to countless great clans. Would the Wang Clan be able to repay all these favors?


"Ha, if they're willing to give, why shouldn't we accept? Moreover, don't worry about us not being able to fulfill our promise. The more money we get, the larger the city we can build. Once we've built a large number of restaurants, inns, and tea houses in the city, do we still have to be afraid of not fulfilling our promise?"


Wang Chong gave a leisurely smile.


This absent-minded attitude filled Zhang Shouzhi with alarm. Wang Chong actually wanted to wholeheartedly embrace eighty percent of the capital's great clans and bring them into his project. This daring was not something Zhang Shouzhi would dare to even dream of.
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Building a city had always been an extremely expensive and massive undertaking. Zhang Shouzhi's greatest worry as a master architect was that money would run out midway through the project, leading to its abrupt end.


But with all the capital that had been accumulated, he could build a few cities and still have a little extra. This was no longer something as simple as a few million taels of gold.


For the first time in his life, Zhang Shouzhi didn't need to worry about money, yet he was in no mood to celebrate. On the contrary, he was worried, worried for Wang Chong.


The money from a great clan was not that easy to accept!


"Young Master, this is no laughing matter. I hope that Young Master can be a bit more prudent!" Zhang Shouzhi harshly said.


Wang Chong quietly smiled. He naturally knew what Zhang Shouzhi was worried about. If his goal was simply using his fief to make money, then taking all this money from the great clans really would be a problem.


But Wang Chong had ulterior motives. Making money was just an excuse to conceal his true aims. Moreover, the larger the city was and the more great clans it could hold, the more assistance it could provide to the Western Regions, and the more resources and support it could receive from the clans.


From a certain perspective, it was only this method that could give his fief the largest possible influence.


A general required extraordinary insight and daring. Zhang Shouzhi did not possess these traits.


"I have my own plans for everything. There's no need for Sir Zhang to worry about it."


Wang Chong faintly smiled, raising a single finger as he spoke.


“In addition, I hope that construction on the city can be started as quickly as possible. One month, one month at most, excluding the time needed to transport materials and tools. In the span of one month, I hope that the city can be finished.”


Buzz!


Zhang Shouzhi's body trembled at Wang Chong's words and he suddenly raised his head. Building a city was an extremely time-consuming and exhausting task, and more time would be needed the larger the city was.


It was normal for an ordinary city to take one or two years to complete. For Wang Chong to take all this money from the great clans and put it all in a city that needed to be finished in a month was utterly impossible.


"Haha, human effort can achieve anything. Did Sir Zhang forget about that city of steel we built on that mountain to fight against Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang?"


Wang Chong seemed to see through Zhang Shouzhi's heart, grinning as he spoke.


"But not even this will be enough!"


Zhang Shouzhi was still a little anxious.


Only a god could pull off the miracle of building a massive city in a month. Wang Chong's request was simply implausible.


"It's naturally impossible for an ordinary city, but perhaps not for a city of steel."


Wang Chong smiled and waved his hand behind him.


"Wei Guo, Wei Wu, bring it over!"


Thump! The main door was pushed open, and Wei Guo and Wei Wu walked in with a large iron box. Zhang Shouzhi glanced at the box and immediately seemed to know its contents. With a laugh, he strode out of his seat and opened the box before it could even be properly put down.


"Hahaha, my expectations were right on the money! Young Master truly was prepared!"


Zhang Shouzhi's face turned exultant as he looked at the rolled-up white diagrams in the box. Reaching in with his right hand, he took one of the diagrams and unrolled it. Not one tinge of his previous concern was visible on his face.


Swish!


As the diagram was unfurled, a complicated and mysterious design was revealed. In the past, unless Wang Chong personally explained it, not even the most formidable craftsman of the Great Tang would be able to decipher the secrets of this design.


The majority of them wouldn't even be able to understand what they were making.


But after working with Wang Chong on the walls of steel, Zhang Shouzhi could tell at a glance that these were designs for a part of a steel wall. However, this was larger and more complex than the steel walls that Wang Chong had used in the southwest.


"Right, right! Hahaha… This is what it means to have true wealth. Young Master, ever since our time in the southwest, I just knew that you would build a true city of steel. My predictions were correct. Although one month is a little short, if it's a city of steel, I'm willing to do all I can and expend all my strength to complete it!"


Zhang Shouzhi's eyes were shining bright, his body trembling in excitement. He held the white diagram like it was the world's most precious treasure. The gifts from the great clans were truly rather tempting, but a true architect saw the diagram to a grand building as the most tempting treasure in the world.


A city of steel!


Although he had only seen a small portion of an enormous building, starting from this moment, there was no person or thing in this world that could drag Zhang Shouzhi away from this steel city that had never before appeared in this world.


Not even an imperial decree or attempt on his life would make him give up on this venture, much less withdraw.


One diagram, two, three… Zhang Shouzhi opened up scroll after scroll, his expression as excited as if he had come upon a hidden cache of treasure.


Wang Chong quietly sipped his tea as he watched, a smile on his face.


From the moment he learned that he was receiving a fief, he had placed all his attention on the city of steel to be built on the Silk Road. Time was limited, and the Western Regions would soon be immersed in that war. He did not have two or three years to build a city.


Thus, using a modular design to build a never-before-seen city of steel was Wang Chong's best option!


In normal circumstances, even with the use of modular design, building a city in a single month was still an impossible task. This massive and complicated project was not something any great clan, wealthy house, noble, or Imperial Prince could accomplish.


However, Wang Chong had completed the most complicated part: having all the great clans of the capital invest themselves in the project!


With these people invested, Wang Chong could borrow the wealth, resources, and manpower of all the clans of the capital, could mobilize the strength of the entire Great Tang to build that 'City of Steel' so vital to his plans!


With the success of his plan, this was no longer a problem of Wang Chong building his own fief. This was the entire Great Tang, the entire world, helping Wang Chong build his fief!


This was a matter of mythical proportions, a project requiring a massive amount of resources, capital, and also political power. It was unprecedented in the history of the Great Tang, but now, under Wang Chong's hands, this project that no great clan had ever dared to imagine was about to be realized!


"All the diagrams for this city of steel are here. I give you full authority over any men, resources, or money required for the construction. In addition, I will have the four great sword-smithing clans and all the sword smiths and shops of the capital work with you. In this task, Wei Guo and Wei Wu will do everything they can to assist you!"


Wang Chong smiled at the elated look on Zhang Shouzhi's face. Putting down his tea cup, he stood up.


"In addition, when all the money from the great clans has arrived, I can truly mobilize all the sword shops, smiths, mines, and ore deposits of the world to assist in the construction!"


"Hahaha, I already had this intention, and I would have done it even if Young Master didn't say anything. Just thinking about this project gets me excited. If Young Master does not mind, I wish to take my leave now and formally begin the preparations," Zhang Shouzhi excitedly said.


For an architect, construction was life. To create a massive engineering project that would be known for the rest of time was every architect's dream.


And this massive city of steel on the road to the west that no one had ever imagined before definitely qualified!


Zhang Shouzhi quickly took his leave, bringing with him that box stuffed with diagrams. He called over more than thirty of the Wang Clan's guards and even requested Miyasame Ayaka to escort him home. It was like the box did not contain diagrams but the world's most priceless treasure.


……


Only one thing is left!


In the reception hall, the now-alone Wang Chong raised his head and begun to rap his fingers on the table as he thought. In order to alter the fate of the empire's western border and the fate of the Anxi Protectorate, it was far from enough to just build a city on the Silk Road.


Similarly, simply recruiting the warriors of Wushang was also not enough.


If Wang Chong wanted to resolve the problem of the Anxi Protectorate once and for all, this was far from enough. In Wang Chong's plan, he was still missing the last of the three parts.


"Take me out of the city!"


Leaving the residence, Wang Chong boarded a carriage that took him through the streets of the city and out of the gate, entering a mountain. In the middle of the lush mountains was a mine.


The perimeter of the mine was heavily guarded by well-equipped and energetic guards.


Wang Chong's being made a marquis was a major affair for the entire Wang Clan!


In celebration, all the branches of the Wang lineage had sent gifts. These armored soldiers had been sent by his grandfather's old subordinates. These were elite soldiers, carefully selected, all of them powerful and extremely reliable.


And behind them was a place that he regarded with the utmost importance.


"Young Master!"


The appearance of Wang Chong caused figure after figure to hurriedly come out of the mine. They strode toward Wang Chong's carriage and bowed.


"Jingdian, there's no need for this much courtesy in front of me."


Waving his hand, Wang Chong turned to the mine.


"How are the preparations going?"


"Reporting to Young Master: all the lime and clay has been prepared. In addition, according to Young Master's order, we have recruited many masons and had them begin mixing," Zhao Jingdian respectfully said.


"Mm, lead me in to take a look!" Wang Chong said.


Before he had even finished speaking, he was already striding toward the mine, walking even faster than Zhao Jingdian.
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The mine was a brand-new one!


Now that Wang Chong was a marquis, he wielded immense influence in the capital. Coupled with his enormous wealth, it was no problem at all for him to open up a new mine.


As Wang Chong entered the mine, his vision went dark. After his eyes adjusted, he could clearly make out the scene before him.


Piles of white lime and brown clay were stacked in little mountains, filling the mine. Nearby, a channel of water that flowed from within the mountain traveled past the piles of clay and lime.


By the water channel stood the forty to fifty experienced masons that the Wang Clan had recruited.


"Paying respects to the Lord Marquis!"


Seeing Wang Chong enter, all the masons bowed, their expressions brimming with reverence.


"There's no need to stand on ceremony!"


Wang Chong waved his hand as he walked into the mine. The mine was very wide, and though it wasn't as bright as the outside, it wasn't overly dark. In addition, its structure, including the water channel and the air passages, was all done appropriately and up to standard.


"Not bad!"


As he surveyed his surroundings, Wang Chong gave a small nod. Although everything had been built according to his plans, this was still his first time visiting this place.


"Pass on my order to station more guards here! In addition, have the clans that we're working with send some of their experts to stand guard outside," Wang Chong said.


This was just like the mine provided by Wei Hao's family that he had used to forge Wootz Steel. At that time, no one could have imagined that that mine would produce the world-famous Wootz Steel weapons.


Merely one thousand Wootz Steel weapons had performed brilliantly during the southwestern war, capturing the attention of the world.


And though this mine before him looked ordinary, only Wang Chong knew that the product it was to produce would be even more important to the Great Tang than Wootz Steel weapons.


Because what Wang Chong wanted to 'forge' from this ordinary mine was a product that was certain to alter the entire Central Plains, the entire Great Tang: cement!


For a time, Wang Chong's mind had been occupied by a single question: in this world, what was the greatest advantage of the Great Tang Empire, or of the Central Plains upon which the Han people dwelled? Without a doubt, it was the vast lands and abundant resources.


Then what was its greatest disadvantage?


Although he didn't want to admit it, the answer Wang Chong ultimately came to was still 'vast lands and abundant resources'.


Everything had two sides. The Great Tang's extensive territory meant that it hosted an enormous population and massive resources, as well as an impressive ability to recover.


At the same time, the vast land and abundant resources meant that it took a very long time to mobilize all its people and resources.


'Before the troops and horses can be mobilized, the rations and fodder must be prepared.' 'Three months of war, three years of preparation.' These sayings were manifestations of this enormous disadvantage.


In the southwestern war, despite the Great Tang's enormous army and numerous Great Generals, when Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang led two hundred thousand cavalry eastward, the Great Tang found itself with barely a soldier to send as reinforcement.


Although there was also the factor of all the foreign countries on the border holding soldiers down, a more important problem was that mobilization was not easy in the vast domain of the Tang. Gathering reinforcements became an extremely time-consuming task.


Even Wang Chong, who was probably the most prepared for this war out of all the elites of the Great Tang, still needed more than a month before he could begin his march to the south.


But when one looked to the Great Tang's opponents, whether it was Mengshe Zhao or Ü-Tsang, this problem simply did not exist. Geluofeng had definitely not needed three years to prepare for this war.


As for Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang, their decision to leave the plateau and go eastward needed only a moment's time. And little time was needed to go from making the decision to entering battle!


To go even farther, on the northeast border, in the lands of Youzhou, even a powerful and experienced general like Zhang Shougui, skilled in the art of war, found it very difficult to engage in high-intensity war against the Goguryeo Empire under Yeon Gaesomun.


Yeon Gaesomun didn't need to stockpile supplies for three years. If a problem occurred at some place, the other places could send reinforcements at any time. Although this still required some time, it definitely didn't require several months.


In contrast, the Andong Protectorate could only rely on the strength of a single protectorate to deal with an empire!


Although the Great Tang was strong, it was hindered by its vast territory. Mobilization was inconvenient, meaning that in its battles with the various foreign countries, it was always in a passive position. The transportation of provisions over vast distances made it very difficult for the empire to fully exert its strength against its foes.


This was the case against Mengshe Zhao, Ü-Tsang, the Eastern and Western Turks, and Goguryeo, and so it would be against the distant Abbasid Caliphate…


In order to resolve this problem that had plagued the dynasties of the Central Plains for millennia, one had to resolve this problem of transportation over long distances and difficult terrain. 'Cement' was the solution Wang Chong had thought of to resolve this world's problem.


A smooth and wide path was far easier to traverse than a steep mountain path. It could save time, allowing the Great Tang's armies to move faster from place to place and making it easier for the circuits and prefectures of the Great Tang to send supplies to the capital, where they could then be sent to where they were required.


An extensive network of roads that were easy to traverse would transform the Great Tang from a man too fat to move into an agile athlete. It would also serve to intimidate the countries on the border.


No martial art or technique could replace it.


Martial arts were a product of an individual's strength and courage, but strategy was focused on the overarching situation. In any generation, a strategic view of the overarching situation could not be replaced!


Martial arts could be used to fight ten foes, one hundred, one thousand, ten thousand foes; but a strategic view could be used to oppose one hundred thousand foes, one million foes, perhaps even affect events thousands of years in the future. This sort of thing was irreplaceable.


Wang Chong aimed to establish a massive network of roads and remove the disadvantage of vast lands that restricted this powerful empire. He wanted to increase the speed at which resources and soldiers could be transported by several times, wanted all its enemies to be intimidated, wanted to remove this flaw that limited the dynasties of the Central Plains to only ever giving 'one punch' to the enemies lining its borders.


Wang Chong turned his head and asked, "How is the mixing going for the thing I described?"


"Reporting to Young Master: I have already ordered the masons to mix the clay and lime as you ordered… Young Master can see the results yourself."


Zhao Jingdian led Wang Chong down an inconspicuous side tunnel. Small piles of 'dirt' were littered around this area, and each pile was of a slightly different color.


Wang Chong's gaze flitted toward the ground near these 'dirt piles'. A kind of slurry that had already hardened had been gathered there.


"Young Master, according to your orders, I had the masons mix the lime and clay in different ratios to create different kinds of 'slurry', but none of the results have been satisfactory. Young Master can see this at a glance," Zhao Jingdian said.


Zhao Jingdian didn't know why Wang Chong, a scion of a clan of ministers and generals, the Young Marquis of the Great Tang and a favorite of the Sage Emperor, was so worried about something like 'slurry', even digging out a new mine and having him supervise it, when he clearly had much more important things to do. However, Zhao Jingdian was well aware that Wang Chong never did anything without reason. The unremarkable 'slurry' before him was inevitably of extreme importance to Wang Chong, perhaps even formed an important part of some future plan.


Thus, even though he had been dispatched to this small mine, Zhao Jingdian still carried out his duty very conscientiously and had no complaints.


Wang Chong said nothing, only walked over and bent down to pick up the hardened slurry. A pile of powder soon filtered through his fingers. Wang Chong instantly frowned at this sight.


This fine powder, this fragility—even a person stepping on this hardened slurry would cause it to crumble, much less the weight of a carriage. The quality of this 'cement' was unacceptable for the roads he envisioned, and it certainly couldn't be used to accomplish his plan of decreasing the time needed to traverse the empire.


After silently thinking for a few moments, Wang Chong proceeded to the second pile of hardened slurry. This time, the result was much better. The second pile was much tougher than the first, but it still wasn't enough. A light exertion caused it to crumble, and Wang Chong hadn't even needed to use Stellar Energy.


He proceeded to the third pile, the fourth, the fifth… Each of these piles of hardened slurry had their own problems. Some were too brittle, others too loose. Regardless, almost all of them were a far cry from what Wang Chong wanted.


Zhao Jingdian's voice rang out at his ear. "I've already had those experienced masons try out different ratios, adding lime, or adding clay, or changing the amount of water used. We've currently tried several hundred different mixes, but none of them have been satisfactory. The toughness of these things is too lacking. In at most two days, they'll start to crack and let out powder, just like Young Master sees now."


Wang Chong instantly fell silent. The development of 'cement' was far more complicated than he had imagined. Although the ingredients required for cement were plentiful in this era and he logically should have been able to develop it, the task was easier said than done, with the actual implementation proving quite difficult.


While Wang Chong was downcast, Zhao Jingdian spoke once more. "…However, although the majority of the slurry is useless, the masons still managed to find the best ratio of lime and clay, the greatest harvest in this period of time."


Wang Chong's eyes brightened as he vigorously raised his head and looked at Zhao Jingdian.



"Where is the pile of slurry you speak of?" Wang Chong asked, standing up.


Zhao Jingdian froze for a moment, but he quickly regained his composure and pointed at a nearby pile of hardened slurry. Wang Chong quickly walked over, bent down, and snatched at it with his fingers. This time, the slurry was much harder than the previous ones. Although it was still rather brittle and not up to Wang Chong's standards, there were clear signs of improvement.
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"We've experimented and learned that a mix of around three parts lime and one part clay has the best effect. But even so, this one compared to the previous slurries is like a soldier who retreated fifty paces laughing at a soldier who retreated one hundred paces," Zhao Jingdian said respectfully.


Wang Chong nodded. Zhao Jingdian and his group had managed to produce some results from their research in this period. That they could find out the best ratio of lime and clay was already rather decent. Wang Chong also felt that the correct recipe used proportions like this.


However, just this was clearly far from enough. Wang Chong needed a cement path that could endure the weight of dozens of people at a time, of several thousand jin. It was obvious that the slurry before him would not be able to do this.


Moreover, just like Zhao Jingdian had said, cement of this level could truly only be called 'slurry'. Something was evidently missing from the mix.


Wang Chong stood up and asked, "Jingdian, have you gotten any of that thing that I mentioned before?"


"Is Young Master speaking of that 'lu ore'? A few days ago, as Young Master ordered, I sent people to a mountain near the Silk Road in the northwest and had them dig up the ore Young Master spoke of. But whether it is the 'lu ore' that Young Master spoke of still needs Young Master's confirmation. Someone, bring that ore over."


Zhao Jingdian waved his hand, and a few guards quickly brought in a box of ore.


As he looked at the red-brown stones within, Wang Chong inwardly smiled. This world naturally didn't have anything like 'lu ore1'; it was just aluminum. But this world of martial arts only regarded metallic-looking ores with great importance.




As for 'aluminum ore', such a thing simply didn't exist to them.


"It should be this."


Wang Chong nodded as he looked at the ore in the box. Aluminum itself was not red-brown and only gained the color when it was mixed with iron. However, it was still rather different from true aluminum.


The color did make it much easier to identify.


In the era of the Great Tang, there was still no concept of aluminum2. Just like Zhao Jingdian, many people mistook the word '铝' for '缕' and were left completely confused. But this was of great convenience to Wang Chong, as it meant that no one would compete with him over aluminum in this era.




As for why Wang Chong had tasked Zhao Jingdian with finding aluminum ore, it was very simple. Wang Chong recalled that by mixing aluminum powder into cement, the cement could be made much tougher.


If one said that cement formed from lime and clay was the most basic form of cement, cement with the addition of aluminum ore was of a much higher level, nearing the complete form of cement.


Bang!


With a light slap of his palm and a burst of Stellar Energy, Wang Chong immediately pulverized the ore in the box into an extremely fine powder that slowly began to seep through the chinks in the box.


"Young Master?!"


Wang Chong's move was far too unexpected. Even Zhao Jingdian was perplexed.


"Jingdian, call the masons over and have them mix the lime and clay in the ratio you described, three to one. After that, add in this lu ore powder. Oh, and pay attention to the amount of water you add. More water will result in a weaker product, so research the ideal amount of water to add."


Patting off the aluminum ore powder from his hands, Wang Chong got up off the ground.


Now that he was beginning to look over his memories, Wang Chong was realizing that he had missed something. Besides lime and clay, the amount of water added was also important. This would affect the properties of the cement.


After all, even the best cement would immediately dissolve if thrown into the sea. What viscosity would it have to speak of?


The masons under Zhao Jingdian had clearly missed out on this factor as well.


"Yes, Young Master."


A look of doubt flashed through Zhao Jingdian's eyes, but he still nodded. He would always follow Wang Chong's orders unconditionally.


The masons in the mine quickly began to work.


Wang Chong had more boxes of aluminum ore brought over and similarly smashed them into powder. He remained in the mine, personally supervising the process as the masons split up to work on separate piles and began to mix in aluminum ore powder and water in differing quantities.


The mixing and stirring required quite some time, and after all that, forty to fifty piles of 'slurry', each using a different ratio, were finished mixing in the mine. But the crucial part was the hardening.


This required no small amount of time, and the only thing one could do was wait.


Wang Chong appeared very patient, quietly standing in the mine as he waited. Wang Chong regarded this cement with just as much importance as the city of steel, or perhaps even more, as this was something that could alter the fate of the empire.


One hour later…


One of the cement masons in front of Wang Chong deferentially said, "Young Master, it's about time!"




"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded and gestured to a worker. The worker understood and walked over to the first pile of hardened slurry. Snatching at it, he immediately became excited and turned his head.


"I can't believe it! Young Master, good news! After adding this lu ore powder, this slurry is several times harder!"


The worker was shaking in excitement.


These words immediately made the masons gather around the slurry in excitement. They had spent every day researching this slurry, but all their experiments had failed.


How could they not be excited when they heard that this slurry was now much harder?


"Young Master, this is a wonderful thing! If we have this kind of slurry, it will be much easier to construct things in the future!"


The worker snatched up a handful of slurry and presented it to Wang Chong, his face brimming with hope. In a flash, he had understood the enormous use this sort of thing had in construction.


But to his surprise, Wang Chong gave a slight frown. Although this slurry was a little more satisfactory, it was still far from what Wang Chong wanted.


When that worker snatched a handful of the hardened slurry, he immediately knew that the experiment had failed. Although this slurry was now much tougher, it was still too weak for the cement that Wang Chong wanted.


If one could snatch a slab with one's hands, how could it withstand the strength of a carriage weighing several thousand jin?


"Try the next pile!"


Wang Chong's words immediately dampened the mood of the excited crowd.


The second pile was tried, then the third, the fourth… As the amount of aluminum ore powder increased, the toughness also increased. By the fifth pile, it was no longer possible to take a slab with both hands.


In the mine, the crowd had initially been very excited, but as they saw the slurry getting harder and harder, its properties growing more outstanding, they actually began to grow quiet.


At the start, they had all had their doubts about the uses of mixing a slurry like this, but no one could say anything now. The scene that Wang Chong was revealing for them was basically a miracle to these masons who had spent their entire lives working with wood and brick.


No one had expected the Young Marquis of the Great Tang to not only be a masterful strategist on the battlefield, but also an incredible builder. Lime and clay were easily obtainable things, but in the Young Marquis's hands, they were just as good as stone.


And the only special ingredient was that 'lu ore' that the marquis had obtained from somewhere.


Slowly, all the masons began to feel a heartfelt respect for this youth by their side. This time, Wang Chong had won their hearts not through his prowess on the battlefield, but through the domain that they were most skilled in.


A stalwart guard, dressed in full armor, strode over to Wang Chong and spoke in a resounding voice. "Young Master, we've tried it, and this pile of slurry is the toughest. It can probably sustain a weight of around eight hundred jin! Ordinary people probably wouldn't be able to break it, only warriors!"


Buzz!


The words of this guard elicited cries of shock from the crowd. Although they had personally mixed these slurries, they still found the number of eight hundred jin difficult to believe.


This product could no longer be described as a 'slurry'.


No slurry in the world could reach this level of toughness. This was already like the toughness of stone. All the people in the mine turned to Wang Chong, and even Zhao Jingdian's eyes were wide open in shock.


Although he had been supervising the mine for quite some time, he would have never expected that Wang Chong's brief visit would be enough to raise the toughness of the slurry to this level.


"Eight hundred jin—that's good enough!"


Wang Chong gave a faint smile and a contented nod.


Eight hundred jin meant that even a strong man could not do any damage to this slurry. This was already approaching the demands that Wang Chong required for his cement.


Although this level of toughness was still very far from the several thousand jin that Wang Chong wanted, roads had never been built with pure cement.


Mix the cement with river sand, crushed rocks, and a few steel bars, and this kind of road would definitely be able to bear the weight of several thousand jin and come away unharmed!


Wang Chong turned to the nearby pile of cement and smiled.


Now that he had the right mixture to create cement, he could formally begin the plan. It was time to engage in large-scale mining, gathering large amounts of lime and clay and opening many aluminum ore mines. In addition, he also had to collect vast quantities of river sand and crushed stone, as well as order the sword-smithing clans and various smiths to begin forging steel bars…


With these things, he could construct for this world a massive, easily traversable, and developed network of roads. Although the future Great Tang would be just as vast, it would be much easier to travel to its various borders and react to any incidents on the frontier.


This was a major event that could alter the course of the Central Plains for the next few millennia!


Buzz!


As this thought passed through his mind, a boom suddenly rang out and that familiar voice began to speak.


"Congratulations to user for unlocking the mission, 'The Empire's Fury'!


"Criss-crossing roads are like the blood vessels of the earth, allowing one to rush across the lands. A swollen system and vast lands have also held down this massive and ancient empire, making it a sleeping lion. Yet a day will come when the lion awakes and releases a roar of fury that will shake the heavens. Congratulations to user for researching 'cement' and unlocking the first phase of The Empire's Fury: The Fury of the Road.


"Cement is a weapon that can alter the fate of an empire! User is specially rewarded with 1000 points of Destiny Energy."


The emotionless voice of the Stone of Destiny rang out in Wang Chong's mind.

______________
1.The term for 'lu ore' is 缕矿, with 缕 sharing the same pronunciation as the word 铝, the Chinese term for aluminum, also known as aluminium.↩
2.The Chinese did not know of the element aluminum until the Europeans isolated it during the Industrial Age. As such, the Chinese character for aluminum was only created in the 1800s and was phonetically based. 铝 is pronounced like the 'lu' in the middle of 'aluminum'.↩
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Wang Chong was dumbfounded, but he quickly gave a faint smile.


This was actually the first time since the conclusion of the southwestern war, where he had completed the Trial of Destiny and become Controller of Destiny, that the Stone of Destiny had given him a reward. Although Wang Chong had already gained a significant amount of Destiny Energy, 1000 points was still quite the large number.


I'll keep this Destiny Energy for now. In the future, once I've understood the secrets of the energy arts and power, I'll start to slowly exchange the points for rewards, finding the best method to use them, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Ever since he had been promoted to Controller of Destiny, the Stone of Destiny had opened for him a brand new set of rewards. However, Wang Chong had still not understood their contents, so he had not exchanged for any rewards.


"It's good enough. All participants of this operation will be rewarded three hundred taels of gold. Jingdian, I'll leave the rest to you."


"Yes, Young Master."


......


Once everything was settled, Wang Chong quickly left the mine.


......


When the news that Wang Chong was gathering a large amount of sand, crushed rocks, lime, and clay to repair the roads got out, the capital once more began to buzz with activity. The Wang Clan was currently the focus of attention in the capital and wielded an astounding amount of influence.


The matter of the fief in particular had made everyone pay attention to Wang Chong's every move.


In the Great Tang Empire, repairing roads and bridges was not any big deal. All the wealthy clans would do something like this, but the massive amount of wealth Wang Chong had invested in this project made things different.


Besides that, Wang Chong was also involving the Bai Clan, the Zhao Clan, the Xu Clan, and many other renowned clans of the capital in this project.


But this time, not even the Bai Clan or the Zhao Clan knew what this 'cement road' that Wang Chong spoke of actually was. (TN: In Chinese, the word ‘cement’ is 水泥, or literally ‘water mud’, which would be quite confusing in an era where cement did not exist.)


"Ling-er, what is the Wang Clan up to?"


"The lime and clay aren't an issue, but what's going on with this matter of building roads?"


"Our Bai Clan is quite the prosperous enterprise, so it's not like we can't put forward the money, but what sort of task is repairing roads? Our Bai Clan is a prestigious clan of the capital. Talk of this matter will bring great shame on our house."


In the courtyard of the Bai Clan, a marble table sat amidst artificial mountains, ponds, and gardens. Next to this table, several elders of the Bai Clan had surrounded Bai Siling and were engaged in an alternating offensive.


Previously, when Bai Siling had mentioned that Wang Chong was gathering large quantities of lime and clay, the Bai Clan had believed that this was an excellent chance to get in on the ground floor of one of Wang Chong's plans.


When it was learned that the sword smiths and shops of the capital had engaged in large-scale forging of metal components for Wang Chong, the entire Great Tang Empire had begun to regard the seventeen-year-old youth as a god.


Countless clans wanted to better their relationship with him. Just like during the southwestern war, they hoped to share in some of his transcendent glory.


But the lime and clay that Wang Chong had gathered was actually for the sake of repairing roads! The matter had now become rather awkward.


The Bai Clan was one of the elite clans of the empire. Involvement in this matter would instantly result in a drop of its prestige, and it wouldn't be able to show its face in front of the other great clans.


Hence the current scene playing out.


"Third Uncle, Second Uncle, Big Uncle… I really don't know anything about this matter."


Bai Siling's fists were clenched beneath her sleeves as she inwardly cursed Wang Chong. This bastard had dug a hole for her.


Bai Siling had truly wanted to help Wang Chong, but she hadn't expected Wang Chong to have her Bai Clan repair roads. But at this time, before her elders, not only could she not reveal her emotions, she also had to speak on Wang Chong's behalf.


"Moreover, Third Uncle, Second Uncle, Big Uncle, Wang Chong has never done anything without purpose. Perhaps he has a bigger plan that he hasn't told anyone yet," Bai Siling said as she inwardly wished for Wang Chong's death.


But at this moment, Wang Chong was completely clueless.


In Kunwu Training Camp, outside the capital, the place echoed with cheers of 'Wang Chong'.


"Young Master, our Kunwu Training Camp is truly popular right now! Countless students from the training camps want to enter our Deflecting Blade Manor, and I've received six or seven thousand applications in this time period. I'm not able to look through them all alone, so I had to find a few people to help me."


The blustering wind made the banner of Deflecting Blade Manor rustle and snap. Beneath the banner, Wei Anfang stood shoulder to shoulder with Wang Chong, both of them looking down the mountain.


When the news got out that Wang Chong had returned to Kunwu Training Camp, Deflecting Blade Mountain became surrounded in a sea of people, everyone coming out to welcome Wang Chong.


In the excited crowd, one could occasionally hear cries of 'Young Marquis' or 'Empire's Eighth General'.


Of the Great Tang's Three Great Training Camps—Longwei, Shenwei, and Kunwu—Kunwu Training Camp originally had the lowest reputation. However, its relationship with Wang Chong had allowed it to rise above the other two.


Many noble scions now put aside Longwei and Shenwei, electing instead to join Kunwu Training Camp.


"This is a good thing. Isn't this exactly what we wanted?"


Wang Chong held his hands behind him, his sleeves drifting in the wind as he smiled. The current Wang Chong was greatly changed from the him of the past. His every move was imbued with a formless power, and he carried himself with an admirable confidence and dignity.


"But it's about time that we have our brothers in the manor temper themselves on the outside," Wang Chong said.


The Kunwu Training Camp of this life was very different from the one from his last life, its influence far greater. Wang Chong had given a cursory glance of the name list that Wei Anfang had sent over and had noticed that many famed generals from his last life who had attended Longwei or Shenwei had joined Kunwu Training Camp in this life.


But Wang Chong could not wait for a calamity to arrive to have them mature. Wang Chong needed them to mature far before the calamity arrived, and this was the primary reason for his return.


"I've already planned things out. This is the first batch."


As Wang Chong spoke, he took a white sheet of paper from his sleeve and passed it over.


"Have these people move out as quickly as possible. On the southwest border, small-scale conflicts with Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang are constantly breaking out. This is the best opportunity for you to temper yourselves. In addition, I've communicated with the northern border. Although An Sishun has his issues with me, he can't refuse King Song. All of you will still be taken care of," Wang Chong indifferently said, his words bursting with elegance, a grandeur that seemed to command the world.


This was the best chance to train his soldiers. Wang Chong's Kunwu Training Camp had already gathered far too many famed generals from his last life. Under normal circumstances, they needed the great calamity to finally mature.


But there was no need this time. The political authority and influence of the Wang Clan and King Song, as well as his new title of marquis and reputation as the Son of Heaven's disciple, meant that Wang Chong could send the students to any corner of the empire. There, he could have them mature as quickly as possible.


"Haha, Sun Bufan will definitely be ecstatic once he learns of this. He's often dreamed about something like this."


Wei Anfang lowered his head to glance at the paper and immediately smiled. The name of Sun Bufan leaped out of the paper at him, as it was placed at the very top.


Wei Anfang had spent all this time at Deflecting Blade Manor, so he was deeply aware that Wang Chong's achievements in the southwest had made the entire Deflecting Blade Manor and Kunwu Training Camp anxious to leave for the border and make a name for themselves.


"Anfang, seeing how excited you are, if you want, I can also arrange to have you sent to the border for training," Wang Chong suddenly said with a smile.


"Young Master, absolutely not. I certainly don't want to make any name for myself. All I want is to remain at Young Master's side."


Wei Anfang waved his hands at Wang Chong's proposition, his face covered in 'terror'.


"Haha, if you don't want to, you won't. There's no need for that expression of terror."


Wang Chong shook his head and chuckled.


Seeing that he had been exposed, the look of terror on Wei Anfang's face vanished, his expression now much more natural.


"Young Master should still keep me at your side. I feel that remaining at Young Master's side and assisting with the tasks that I'm capable of handling is enough. Moreover, in comparison to making a name, isn't staying at Young Master's side even better?" Wei Anfang said.


Wang Chong couldn't help but roar with laughter.


Wei Anfang only faintly smiled. He wasn't lying. Wang Chong being made a marquis was like the rising tide raising all the boats. Wei Anfang was now highly valued within his clan.


And he wasn't trying to be humble with his words. Wei Anfang's current position was currently craved by countless people.


After all, not everyone could be so trusted by Wang Chong and stand so close to him.


As the two were conversing, they were suddenly interrupted by a rush of steps. Wang Chong subconsciously turned his head and saw that a familiar figure was striding up the mountain.


"Instructor Zhao?"


Wang Chong's brows rose in surprise, but he quickly walked up to welcome him with a beaming face.


"You bastard scoundrel, you came but didn't even give me a greeting."


The first to speak was Zhao Qianqiu. He strode over, gave Wang Chong's shoulder a light punch, and then let out a hearty laugh.


"How could I? The first thing I did upon arriving was to go and find you, but they said that you had gone out and weren't in the camp. When I asked where you had gone, nobody knew."


Wang Chong laughed and embraced Zhao Qianqiu.


The sight of Zhao Qianqiu caused warmth to surge through Wang Chong's heart. In the entire training camp, Wang Chong felt the greatest affection for Zhao Qianqiu.


He still remembered how Zhao Qianqiu had thrown a tiger into his room in the middle of the night. Alas, their test had been interrupted by the Goguryeo assassination attempt.


"Oh, Instructor Zhou, you also came?"


Wang Chong still had a faint smile on his face as he looked at the sword instructor behind Zhao Qianqiu, Instructor Zhou Huang. Suddenly, he seemed to realize something.


"You two rarely appear together, and when you do, something has happened. Speak—what do you need my help with?"


"Foul brat, as crafty as ever. I can't hide anything from you."


Zhao Qianqiu and Zhou Huang glanced at each other with bitter smiles on their faces. They had planned to wait a while to broach the topic, but they hadn't expected Wang Chong's eyes to be so sharp, immediately noticing that they had come with purpose.


"In truth, it's not that big of a deal. The Abbasid Caliphate sent over a princess who explicitly mentioned that they wanted to attend Kunwu Training Camp and enter Deflecting Blade Manor.


"Wang Chong, I can really only leave this matter to you," Zhao Qianqiu said with a bitter smile.
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On the blustery summit, Wang Chong and Wei Anfang glanced at each other, both able to see the shock in each other's eyes.


"An Arabian princess?"


As Wang Chong came back to his senses, he gave an almost imperceptible frown.


"Was it on King Qi's order? So when they said that you weren't at the training camp, you were actually meeting with him?"


Wang Chong had truly never imagined that Zhao Qianqiu would have sought him out for a matter like this. The Abbasid Caliphate was to the west of the Western Regions, extremely far from the Great Tang. Wang Chong did not remember anything like this happening in his last life.


But upon careful recollection, he did seem to remember that an Arabian princess had visited the Great Tang, but she had left very quickly, remaining for only a few days. Wang Chong had never met her, nor did he know what she looked like.


And no Arabian princess had ever entered the training camps, much less mentioned his Deflecting Blade Manor by name.


"If only it was because of King Qi!"


Zhao Qianqiu's voice was suffused with a deep helplessness.


"The Three Great Training Camps were established by the will of His Majesty. If this really was the work of King Qi, I could have used His Majesty's order to stall the matter. Even if King Qi was angry, he would only be able to make life hard for me. But the one who came to ask for my help was the Chamberlain of Dependencies! And it was a senior who helped me once when I was going through hard times."


The hardest thing to repay in this world was a favor! And even more when it was a favor given when one was at their most downcast!


Moreover, the Chamberlain of Dependencies was tasked with interacting with the foreign countries, and its duty was to receive their emissaries and diplomatic missions. The matter of the Arabian princess truly did fall under its scope. The Chamberlain of Dependencies naturally had to do its utmost to fulfill her requests.


From this perspective, the Chamberlain of Dependencies was actually working for the sake of the Imperial Court, for the sake of the Great Tang. Zhao Qianqiu found it very hard to refuse its request.


"Wang Chong, if it's too difficult, just forget it. It's no big deal. I'll just go and explain things to that senior of mine," Zhao Qianqiu said.


"Difficult? Why would I feel it difficult?"


Wang Chong glanced at Wei Anfang and smiled.


"It's not every day that an Arabian princess wants to enter our Deflecting Blade Manor, so why refuse them? And besides, Anfang, you probably also haven't seen an Arabian princess!"


"I have not!"


Wei Anfang gave a faint smile, little emotion on his face.


"Arabians look completely different from us, with hawkish noses and deep eyes. However, their women are actually extremely beautiful, and I assume that the Arabian princess is no exception."


The expression in Wei Anfang's eyes was completely different from the words that he spoke. He was currently a budding talent at Wang Chong's side and was slowly beginning to receive the favor of his clan.


He was really only interested in one thing, and that was remaining by Wang Chong's side to accomplish even greater tasks.


Zhao Qianqiu and Zhou Huang hadn't expected Wang Chong to agree so easily, and the pair were beside themselves with happiness.


Food and drink were brought out, and Wang Chong played the consummate host until Zhao Qianqiu and Zhou Huang finally departed.


"Young Master, do you really plan to let the Arabian princess enter our Deflecting Blade Manor?"


Once Zhao Qianqiu left, Wei Anfang's expression suddenly turned stern.


"There's no problem with her entering Kunwu Training Camp, and it's not like we can do anything about the Imperial Court's arrangements. But why did that Arabian princess request entry into our Deflecting Blade Manor? This subordinate feels that those who visit don't have good intentions, and those who have good intentions wouldn't come!"


"It's still too early to say anything. We haven't even seen the actual person. As for her goal, won't we know after meeting with her?"


Wang Chong's eyes gleamed as he smiled.


He had some vague ideas about this Arabian princess, but he would need to meet her to confirm anything.


"I'll leave this place to you. I'm going to get some rest."


Turning around, Wang Chong headed down the stairs and to his room.


Creeeeaak!


As the door opened and Wang Chong walked in, before both of his feet could even cross the threshold, he was suddenly greeted by a gust of wind as a figure rushed over.


"By my ancestors, why did you come only now! I've been waiting for you for ages."


Li Jingzhong's hands clutched Wang Chong's sleeve, his eyes blazing with concern.


"Haha, aren't I here now? And I just arrived at Kunwu Training Camp. If I didn't handle some matters, wouldn't that make people suspicious?"


Wang Chong remained composed and laid-back. After closing the door, he walked straight to the round sandalwood table in the room, took up the slender red tea pot, and poured himself a cup of fragrant tea. This he took a gentle sip from.


"By my ancestors, you're in no hurry, but I and the Fifth Prince have almost lost our eyebrows from how anxious we are! Right now the First Prince and the Second Prince are keeping an incredibly close eye on us. The Fifth Prince has no opportunity to leave the place, and I barely managed to shake them off my trail. If we miss this chance, I don't know when the next one will come."


Li Jingzhong's voice was both nervous and hurried. He wanted nothing more than to finish saying what he needed in a single breath.


"Speak. Just what matter has you so nervous that you even required that I meet you here where no one can listen in?" Wang Chong said with a slight frown.


Outsiders only knew that he had returned to Kunwu Training Camp to deal with his Deflecting Blade Manor. Very few people knew that he had actually come because he had received a letter from the Fifth Prince.


"Lord Marquis, you might still not know. While the palace might appear calm to people like you on the outside, it's actually in complete chaos. The First Prince, the Second Prince, the Third Prince, and everyone else are trying to buy the hearts of the people and pull over the influential officials and generals to their side. If they succeed, then the Fifth Prince really won't have a chance.


"But this is no trifling matter, and the Fifth Prince doesn't have much of an idea on how to proceed, so he had me come to seek the assistance of Lord Marquis. The Fifth Prince finally managed to get a little influence in the palace, and there are some people willing to cast their lot with His Highness, but this matter has to be handled early rather than late, quickly rather than slowly. Otherwise, they'll all be taken by the First Prince and the others."


Li Jingzhong was profusely sweating as he extracted a sheet of paper from his sleeve and handed it over.


"Lord Marquis, this is the list. I hope that Lord Marquis can check it over and see which people can be used and which people can't. Lord Marquis's relationship with the Fifth Prince is rather excellent, so Lord Marquis might as well help him until the end."


After saying all this, Li Jingzhong gave a deep bow.


After the major victory in the southwest, Wang Chong had been made a marquis and given a courtesy name by the Son of Heaven. Right now, Wang Chong wielded extraordinary influence in the palace, making him the greatest pillar of support for the Fifth Prince.


This was especially the case after Li Heng's meeting with the Sage Emperor. When all of the other princes were accusing Li Heng of harboring malicious intentions, hiding his ability to practice martial arts, Li Heng had followed Wang Chong's advice and smoothly avoided disaster. As a result, Li Heng now had a great deal of trust in Wang Chong.


Even Li Jingzhong was envious of such trust, but he didn't dare say anything.


"Winning over the officials of court?"


Wang Chong's brow furrowed, and he did not immediately take the offered list.


"Li Jingzhong, do you know what the two of you are doing? His Majesty detests it when the princes of the palace start forming factions. If His Majesty learns of this matter, it will incur the death penalty! Have you already forgotten the lessons of the previous dynasties?"


Wang Chong's tone was harsh and stern.


Under any dynasty and any Emperor, even wise sovereigns like Gaozu and Taizong of this dynasty, the most loathsome thing was when the princes began to form their own factions and use them to pursue their personal interests.


Many a prince had had their rank stripped due to a matter like this. Wang Chong had not expected the Fifth Prince to seek him out for a matter like this.


If it were done poorly, everyone involved, including himself, would be severely punished.


"Li Jingzhong, didn't I say that you needed to properly assist the Fifth Prince? Speak! Were you the one urging this!"


Wang Chong's voice was stern, his gaze like a sword that wanted to cut Li Jingzhong open.


Thump!


Li Jingzhong's body trembled in terror at Wang Chong's murderous gaze, and there was a thud as he kneeled to the ground.


"Lord Marquis, I'm innocent! This truly has nothing to do with me. His Highness is slowly gaining importance within the palace and is currently at his proudest. How could I possibly urge him to do anything? And although the Emperors of every dynasty have always forbidden the princes from forming their private factions, which Emperor, including the present Sage Emperor, was truly able to accomplish such a thing?"


At these words, Wang Chong instantly fell silent.


Li Jingzhong was smooth and slick, devious and cunning, and though he was a wicked official, not even Wang Chong could rebuke him on this matter.


Every dynasty had a taboo on the princes' colluding with the ministers of the court and the generals on the border, but which prince could truly remain uninvolved? It was just a competition of who could hide it better.


This was the case for the current Sage Emperor, the deceased previous Emperor, and Emperor Taizong as well. None of the talented and bold Emperors of history were exceptions.


And without this daring, one could not become a true dragon!


"Lord Marquis, the matter is urgent. I ask that Lord Marquis help His Highness no matter what."


Noticing that Wang Chong's expression had softened, Li Jingzhong immediately raised his head and struck while the iron was hot.


"Don't get happy too early. If I learn that you were urging on this matter from behind the curtains, the only thing awaiting you will be death. Even if I kill you, I think you probably know that nobody will speak up on your behalf, not even the Fifth Prince," Wang Chong icily said.


Li Jingzhong's heart chilled and he hurriedly lowered his head, not daring to say another word.


Swish!


Wang Chong took the paper from Li Jingzhong and shook it once before unfurling it. As he began to carefully examine the names, the atmosphere in the room turned solemn.


Although it was just a thin sheet of paper, everyone knew that if it were to be leaked, it would bring a storm of blood over the capital. Countless people would end up with their homes raided and their heads rolling on the ground.


Although Wang Chong had spoken lightly, the moment he received the paper, his expression instantly turned grave. On the side, Li Jingzhong remained kneeling on the ground, trying to make as little noise as possible.


A long list of names was written out on the paper, each one of them a powerful minister of the court. As Wang Chong continued down the list, he couldn't help but be surprised. The Fifth Prince's influence seemed to be much greater than he had imagined.


The acknowledgement of these people and their willingness to throw their lot in with him was proof of this. But as he continued to read, Wang Chong's brow began to crease.


"Lord Marquis, is there something wrong?" the ever-perceptive Li Jingzhong immediately asked. "Does this list contain spies from the First Prince and the others?"


"You're rather smart."


Wang Chong gave him a cold glance. This future treasonous minister might be devious, but he was very sensitive in matters of this nature. Just a small frown had been enough for him to notice.
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In every dynasty and every era, the dragons vying for the throne had always been the cruelest affair. It was quite normal for the princes to plant spies amongst each other and seek out information, though outsiders knew little of the risk involved.


The slightest lack of care would end with one's body pulverized and bones ground to dust.


This fear was why the Fifth Prince had sought out Wang Chong.


"Du Hongjian, Wei Shaoyou, Cui Yi, Lu Jianjin, Li Han…"


Wang Chong recited a large string of names, causing Li Jingzhong's face to twist in shock.


"What! Lord Marquis, are there problems with all these people? Can none of them be used?"


When he first gave over this list, Li Jingzhong had never imagined that so many of these people were not useable. But Wang Chong's next words gave him another big surprise.


"Tell His Highness that there's basically no problem with these people and that he place them in important positions. As for the others, we'll have to discuss them later," Wang Chong indifferently said.


"Ah!"


Li Jingzhong raised his head, dumbfounded. He could understand if there were problems with these people, but how could Wang Chong be so sure that these people could be used?


"Just do as I say!" Wang Chong lightly said. Without even turning his head, he could see into the deepest parts of Li Jingzhong's mind. Li Jingzhong's heart thumped and he hurriedly pressed his head back against the ground.


Wang Chong naturally knew why these people could be used. Whether it was Du Hongjian, Wei Shaoyou, Cui Yi, or the other people he had mentioned, they would all be the Fifth Prince's faithful subordinates upon his future ascension. These people shouldn't have appeared at a time like this, and it was only through various coincidences and chance meetings that they would have eventually gotten close to Li Heng. But since history had already changed and the Fifth Prince had the intention of raising his own subordinates, he could have these people stand by Li Heng's side a little early.


At the very least, in terms of loyalty, there was no problem with these people.


"In addition…"


Wang Chong paused for a moment and waved his palm. A nearby brush was suddenly pulled off its stand by an invisible energy. After dragging itself along an inkstone for a few moments, it fell in Wang Chong's hand.


"For any name that I strike off, tell His Highness that none of them can be used and he should try to keep as much distance from them as possible. Liu Ji, Wang Zeng, Li Yong—no matter how much His Highness likes these people, he must have as little interaction with them as possible. In addition, with regards to Junior Palace Craftsman Wei Lan and Vice Director of the Bureau of Military Personnel Wei Zhi…"


"What about them?"


Li Jingzhong suddenly rallied his courage and raised his head, his eyes full of hope.


"Hmph, doesn't His Highness greatly favor these two?"


Wang Chong put down the list of names and lowered his head to look at Li Jingzhong, his voice tinged with derision.




"This…"


Li Jingzhong hesitated for a moment.


"Is it because they come from the capital's Wei1 Clan?" Wang Chong said indifferently.




"Yes!"


Li Jingzhong knew that nothing could be hidden from Wang Chong and hurriedly nodded.


Of the various great clans of the Great Tang, the Wei lineage could truly be ranked at the top of the list. Its status was far above the Bai Clan and the Zhao Clan. It was a true prestigious clan.


The Wang Clan was called a clan of ministers and generals, with Wang Chong's grandfather even serving as a wise and virtuous minister famed throughout the world, assisting the Emperor in taking the throne and governing the country. Moreover, the Wang Clan's several generations of good relations with the King Song line had made it a truly powerful figure in the capital.


Yet not even the Wang Clan could compare to the Wei Clan.


The reason was very simple. The Wang Clan had only begun its rise in the last few decades while the Wei Clan was an ancient lineage that had existed for four or five hundred years. Long ago, in the Sui Dynasty, the Wei lineage was already being hailed as the greatest of the Sui's noble clans.


Emperor Wen of Sui had only succeeded in founding the Great Sui due to the assistance from the Grand Marshal of the Northern Zhou, Wei Xiaokun2. Following this lineage down through history was extremely complicated.




In short, the Wei Clan's deep resources made it the true number one clan.


Wei Lan and Wei Zhi were descendants of the Wei Clan, so they wielded no small amount of power. It wasn't strange for Fifth Prince Li Heng to want to get close to them.


"Tell His Highness that on this list, he is absolutely forbidden from picking Wei Lan or Wei Zhi!"


Wang Chong gripped the list, his voice firm and accepting no objection.


"If he wants to hear my opinion, then this is it!"


"Why?!"


Li Jingzhong fiercely raised his head with obvious disappointment in his eyes.


"Hmph, are you questioning my judgment?" Wang Chong coldly asked, his eyes holding no emotion.


This scheming minister's personality was bored into his bones and difficult to change, and he had always had a powerful craving for power. However, if he wasn't willing to rest easy, if he wanted to play some tricks in front of him and not accept his words, then Wang Chong didn't have to wait. He would just kill Li Jingzhong right now.


The current Li Jingzhong had still not assisted the Emperor in reaching the throne, and his place at Li Heng's side was not as important as it would be in the future.


Even if he killed him now, he would just be killing an insignificant middle-aged eunuch. He was confident that Li Heng would not break off relations for such an act.


"This lowly one would not dare!"


Li Jingzhong saw Wang Chong's cold gaze and immediately sensed something. His heart trembled and he hurriedly dropped his head, not daring to say another word.


"I can understand why His Highness wants to draw close to the Wei Clan. After all, the Wei Clan really is a great clan with extremely deep reserves. However, the Wei Clan is the Wei Clan, and Wei Lan and Wei Zhi are Wei Lan and Wei Zhi. I want His Highness to refuse not the Wei Clan, but Wei Lan and Wei Zhi," Wang Chong indifferently explained.


"Lord Marquis… believes that these two cannot be very useful?" Li Jingzhong probed.


"You're quite sharp!"


Wang Chong didn't deny it, and as he looked forward, he began to recollect.


If he did not interfere, Wei Lan and Wei Zhi really would end up at Li Heng's side. Although these two were both from the Wei lineage of the capital, they were rash, and adept at making a mess of things. They had none of the steadiness and reliability of their older brother Wei Jian.


Wang Chong remembered very clearly that Li Heng, the leader of the Great Tang's resurgence in its waning days, had only been so late in ascending to the throne because Wei Lan and Wei Zhi had pushed back his progress time and time again.


It was precisely this pair's constant mess-ups that would lead to a political storm. After avoiding disaster once, Li Heng was dragged down by these two, incurring the rage of the Sage Emperor, who believed that Li Heng was attempting to engage in the treasonous action of killing his father and was thus unworthy of being the heir.


This delayed Li Heng's ascension to the throne for two to three years, and to the Central Plains, which lacked time the most, this delay was fatal.


No matter how great Li Heng's ambitions, in the end, he could only sit on the dragon throne and die with his regrets!


The leader of the Great Tang's resurgence and its final Emperor died in Taiji Palace. All the Central Plains cried rivers in grief and regret.


Since Wang Chong had been reborn, he naturally wouldn't allow this incident to repeat itself!


Wei Lan and Wei Zhi had almost made Li Heng into a commoner. If he allowed this pair to remain at Li Heng's side, he would truly be making trouble for himself.


"Rise! In any case, just tell His Highness that only by enduring can one succeed. His Highness is still nurturing his assistants. His situation has only just begun to improve, so getting involved with a clan like the Wei Clan will do more harm than good. There's a saying that goes 'too much is as bad as not enough' which applies here," Wang Chong said.


"This lowly slave will do so."


Li Jingzhong kept his head down as he stood up, not daring to say anything extra. Wang Chong had dealt a great defeat to Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang in the southwest, had been made the Young Marquis, was a disciple of the Son of Heaven… All the empire and all of society were already regarding him as a future Great General!


In terms of influence, Wei Lan and Wei Zhi might be descendants of the Wei Clan, but they were tens of thousands of li from someone like Wang Chong.


This was why the Fifth Prince Li Heng regarded Wang Chong with such extreme importance, even giving him the list of the assistants and followers he wanted to recruit for review.


In terms of influence, Wang Chong was the undisputed champion in Li Heng's heart!


"Take this list and leave. For soldiers, quality is more important than quantity. Just the names on this list are more than enough, and any more might end up incurring the Sage Emperor's displeasure."


Wang Chong passed the revised list to Li Jingzhong.


"This lowly slave will inform His Highness!" Li Jingzhong said deferentially.


Wang Chong expected him to leave, but Li Jingzhong surprisingly remained, his head remaining lowered and his body unmoving. He had no intention of leaving yet.


"What's wrong? Do you still have another matter?" Wang Chong asked in surprise.


"Yes!"


Li Jingzhong gritted his teeth and finally spoke.


"This lowly slave has a private matter that I wish for Lord Marquis to agree to no matter what!"




"Eh!"


Wang Chong was astonished. This eunuch was quite bold. He even knew that it was a private matter and still implored him to agree.


Li Jingzhong gathered his courage and said, "Lord Marquis, although this matter is a private request from this lowly slave, it is definitely not for the sake of this lowly slave, but for His Highness the Fifth Prince."


"The Fifth Prince?"


Wang Chong's interest was piqued.


"Speak; what is it?"


"It's like this. His Highness has recently grown fond of a woman called Du Zhiqi. They're privately sending each other gifts and have even pledged to marry each other. But Lord Marquis, you understand that the descendants of the imperial clan are not ordinary people. Whether it's for a wife or concubine, His Majesty must give approval first. It is not allowed for one to privately make a pledge of marriage.


"Under the previous Emperor, when the current Sage Emperor was still young, he once grew fond of an entertainer. The previous Emperor became infuriated over this, believing that he was indulging with women and was not fit for this post. He almost lost his position as Crown Prince as a result. All of these things have precedent.


"His Highness has only begun to rise in the palace, but doing this sort of thing will ruin all his efforts! In addition, in order to spend time with that woman, His Highness has recently been slacking on his homework and martial arts. Right now, even the teacher that the Sage Emperor invited to instruct the prince is beginning to privately criticize him."


As Li Jingzhong spoke, he couldn't conceal the worry and concern on his face.


"Lord Marquis, only you can persuade him and make him hear reason. No matter what, you must persuade His Highness the Fifth Prince. Otherwise, disaster won't be far off!"


In this excursion, Li Jingzhong truly had come to seek Wang Chong's review of the list of potential assistants, but his true purpose was in seeking Wang Chong's aid to persuade the Fifth Prince to keep his distance from that girl.

______________
1. This Wei is different from the Wei of Wei Hao, 韦 as opposed to 魏.↩
2. The Northern Zhou was the last of the Northern dynasties in the Northern and Southern Dynasties period. Emperor Wen, then Yang Jian, was father-in-law to one of the Northern Zhou Emperors and seized the throne for himself upon that Emperor's death. Wei Xiaokuan was a decorated general of the Northern Zhou who ended up siding with Yang Jian in putting down a revolt.↩
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Bzzt!


Wang Chong instantly fell silent, his expression turning grave. He had never expected Li Jingzhong to mention a matter like this.


The Fifth Prince was lustful?


This was impossible!


Li Heng was the future leader of the Great Tang's resurgence! In Wang Chong's memories, Li Heng was a conscientious ruler who did everything he could to return the Great Tang to its prime. How could he be a person who delighted in the company of women?


However, the most shocking thing to Wang Chong was the name that Li Jingzhong had mentioned, Du Zhiqi!


How could it be her?


Wang Chong's eyes narrowed as his mind whirred.


Wang Chong rarely remembered the names of women, especially those that he had never met. But Wang Chong had an unmistakable impression of the name 'Du Zhiqi'.


In truth, very few people in Wang Chong's memories didn't know the name of this woman. This woman had once caused a prince of the palace to be demoted by the Sage Emperor. The reason was that he had abandoned his homework to indulge in leisure with a woman.


And that was not the full extent of it. After further investigation, it was revealed that the woman this prince so deeply adored had been a spy dispatched by another prince.


Although that woman never said a word about it, the entire capital knew that it was one of the First Prince, the Second Prince, and the Third Prince.


That prince's affection had been so great that even until his death, he refused to believe that she was a spy. In the end, his separation from her sent him into depression, and he ended up committing suicide by hanging.


This matter had been the talk of the capital for days.


Her relation to the death of a prince made Wang Chong clearly remember her name: Du Zhiqi.


Although Wang Chong didn't know if these were the same person, there was definitely something suspicious about the matter.


"Lord Marquis?"


The silence in the room finally made Li Jingzhong gather his courage and raise his head.


He had no idea what had happened. Ever since he had finished speaking, Wang Chong had just stood there, lost in thought.


This was completely different from the impression Wang Chong had always given him. Li Jingzhong was baffled by this scene.


And Wang Chong's reaction was far more serious than he had imagined, so much so that it made him feel a vague unease.


"Li Jingzhong, let me ask you: has the Fifth Prince truly fallen in love with a woman?" Wang Chong sternly said.


It wasn't that he didn't believe Li Jingzhong, but such a thing had never occurred in history, at least not in the one that he was familiar with.


And Li Heng didn't have this kind of personality!


Seeing that Wang Chong had turned serious, Li Jingzhong quickly replied, "Lord Marquis, this matter is beyond doubt. Before the Lord Marquis, even if this lowly person were to borrow the daring of one thousand people, he would never dare to lie.


"This matter is incredibly important and must be resolved, the earlier the better! His Highness has always trusted in you, so I can only depend on Lord Marquis now."


The room was deathly still. Wang Chong's brows were furrowed as he silently thought while Li Jingzhong remained with his head lowered, trying to breathe as little as possible.


Under this invisible pressure, Li Jingzhong began to tremble in fear. Just when he was about to reach his breaking point, he finally heard the voice that he had been waiting for.


"I know," Wang Chong lightly said, slowly raising his eyes, his expression gradually turning sharp.


"Let me handle this matter!"


Li Jingzhong truly didn't have the courage to lie, at least not at a time like this.


Then it could only mean one thing. History had already changed, and now that he thought carefully about it, Li Heng was at the age where he began to awaken to love. He was still far from becoming that dedicated leader of the resurgence admired by multitudes.


At this age, if one encountered a girl that one liked, it wasn't strange for one to slack off on homework and martial arts.


Wang Chong normally wouldn't step in, and as long as Li Heng was disciplined and maintained a certain distance, it really wouldn't be a big problem.


But if that woman was the woman he thought she was, then everything was different. Li Heng's path to the true dragon might come to a sudden end because of her.


Although the Sage Emperor had once grown fond of an entertainer, resulting in his nearly losing his status, it was precisely for this reason that the Sage Emperor was even harsher on his princes, forbidding them from losing themselves in women.


This was an unchanging principle carried out through all imperial clans, and Wang Chong could not change it.


Li Jingzhong quickly left.


Wang Chong spent a few days in Deflecting Blade Manor and then abruptly took his leave. There were some matters that were better handled sooner rather than later… if that woman was the one he thought she was!


……


Time slowly passed. Several days later, at sunset, a golden carriage silently took its leave of the palace, attracting no notice.


"Zhiqi, I've made you suffer! Haven't you always wanted to leave the palace? Today, I'll take you out for a good stroll!"


In the carriage, a young and handsome man dressed in civilian clothes warmly embraced a gentle-natured and beautiful woman.


This woman was around nineteen, her skin like white jade. Her beauty was enchanting and made one want to cherish her.


But this woman's head was slightly drooped, a frown on her face.


"But, Your Fifth Highness, the First Prince and Second Prince are currently watching Your Highness. If they learn that Your Highness privately took me out of the palace, they might report the matter to the Sage Emperor. This would be unfavorable to Your Highness."


"Hmph, what are you afraid of? I'm not marrying a wife or taking a concubine, and I'm certainly not indulging in women. Even if Imperial Father knows, he'll only say that I'm focusing my affections, not being fickle. What would there be to criticize?"


Li Heng was unconcerned.


Men and women getting married was the most natural thing in the world, and he had no wife previously, so how could he be accused of being fickle?


"But I still feel like this is inappropriate."


The beauty gripped a silk scarf in her right hand, worry still evident on her brow.


"I know that Your Highness likes me, but Zhiqi is not willing to drag down Your Highness for my personal gain. We should just go back!"


"Haha, my foolish Qi-er, did you really think that I just carelessly left the palace without doing a single thing? The master got furious after the last few incidents and punished me by having me copy out works six hundred times, but I've already taken care of it. I had someone change into my clothes and act as my substitute in the palace. Even First Imperial Brother and Second Imperial Brother would never think that I had already changed into civilian clothes and left the Imperial Palace with the other students."


Li Heng faintly smiled.


All the princes had students to accompany them in their studies. These students were all scions of noble clans. They would enter the palace in the day to study but had to leave when night fell.


Li Heng had borrowed this opportunity to sneak out of the Imperial Palace.


"Moreover, as long as we promptly return to the Imperial Palace tomorrow, no one will discover anything."


Li Heng extended two fingers and lightly brushed away the hair by the woman's ear. As she blushed, he felt his heart growing warm.


He was rarely moved to affection, but this girl before him was different. She was gentle, generous, well-learned and courteous, understanding of others. She didn't very much like life in the palace, but for his sake, she was willing to accompany him.


It was just like now. He had finally managed to find an opportunity to take her out of the palace, but all she could think of was having him go back so as to not be burdened by her.


This thought immediately caused the expression in Li Heng's eyes to soften.


In life, it was very difficult to find one's soul mate, and now that he had, what did a little risk matter?


"Oh, that's right. Zhiqi, I've wanted to give you something this entire time, but the things in the palace are too tacky and aren't a match for you, so I haven't been able to get you anything. But this time is different. The Young Marquis sent me something that I believe is a perfect match for you."


As if suddenly thinking of something, Li Heng began to search his right sleeve for something. From it he extracted a phoenix hairpin of white jade, simple and elegant.


This hairpin was different from any of the hairpins that could be found in the palace. The design was simple, yet the whole pin itself was not. A gorgeous phoenix had been carved out of the white jade.


"Ah! What a beautiful jade hairpin!"


She was still a woman, so when she saw the hairpin in Li Heng's hand, her eyes brightened and she let out a small shout of glee. Which girl didn't like head ornaments, especially one so interesting and refined as this?


"No, Your Highness, this object must be extremely expensive. I can't take it. If I do use it, other people will definitely start to wonder where it came from, and you might end up being censured."


The girl quickly lowered her head and firmly shook it.


The Fifth Prince did not have that much power in the palace. Although he could live a comfortable life, he didn't have much of an allowance. In addition, the Sage Emperor was very strict to the princes of the palace.


The princes were forbidden from extravagant expenditures and competing in displays of wealth.


Thus, even though Li Heng was a prince, he would never be able to buy anything as priceless as this jade hairpin. If she were to suddenly wear it, it would definitely give rise to a great deal of gossip.


"Haha, Zhiqi, you don't need to worry about that. I'm friends with the Young Marquis, and it's no big deal for friends to give gifts to each other. In addition, once I start collecting an official salary and make enough money, I'll give the money to him and can just treat it like I had bought it from him."


Li Heng smiled.


The beautiful woman's eyes flashed with surprise. After a few moments of hesitation, she finally gave up any resistance.


"Come, Zhiqi, I'll put it on for you."


Li Heng looked at the woman in front of him, his expression growing softer and softer. Although the world was vast, he only had eyes for her. No one else existed.


"Zhiqi, you're truly beautiful!"


Li Heng couldn't but sigh in praise at this beauty wearing a hairpin of white jade. The women grew even more bashful, lowering her head even further.


Truly beautiful!


For a moment, Li Heng's eyes turned hazy. Inexplicably, he began to think about his mother. This beauty before him was so similar to the mother from his memories!
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"Your Highness, we've arrived!"


While Li Heng was in a daze, the voice of the driver suddenly rose from outside the carriage. With a faint smile, Li Heng quickly came back to his senses.


"Let's go! We'll first head to Gold Brocade Row. I've always felt like the clothes in the palace are too extravagant and don't match you, so this time, I've invited the best seamstress of the Great Tang to take your measurements and make clothes for you."


As he spoke, Li Heng embraced Du Zhiqi, causing her to yelp in alarm. He opened the door and got off the carriage.


Dusk was settling in over the capital of the Great Tang, but Gold Brocade Row, the greatest silk business in the capital, was brightly lit. The managers of the shop were refusing most guests at the door and taking in only a few select customers.


From dusk to dawn, Li Heng brought Du Zhiqi around the capital, to the tea market of Heaven Street, Shou-an Archway, All-Peace Bridge, the Temple of Burning Lanterns… At daybreak, Li Heng's carriage mixed in with the carriages of the other accompanying students and entered the palace, returning to his own residence.


"Qi-er, I'm a little tired. In a little while, I'll go and pay respects to Teacher. I'll probably be back a little late, so you go and rest first. If you wake up and I still haven't returned, just play around for a while here. I've already ordered that you have complete freedom in this estate, but you absolutely cannot enter my study," Li Heng said.


"It's fine. No matter how late it is, I'll wait for you," Du Zhiqi said gently. "Besides, you're also tired. I'll go and prepare a few fruits for you. When you go and pay respects to your teacher, you can eat them on the way."




"Mm."


Li Heng nodded, his heart warm and his eyes gentle. By meeting such an understanding partner, Li Heng felt like his life had been fulfilled.


Li Heng quickly left with Du Zhiqi's fruits, leaving Du Zhiqi alone in the residence with the palace maids.


"I'm a little tired. There's no need to take care of me. All of you go and rest," Du Zhiqi said with a wave of her hand.


"Yes!"


The palace maids quickly dispersed. Du Zhiqi seemed to be tired, brushing her hair out of her eyes as she slowly walked to the bed.


After some time, all the maids had withdrawn, and the room was silent. Whoosh! There was a gentle gust of wind, lifting the curtains over the bed. An exquisite figure appeared by the bed. It was Du Zhiqi, who had just moments ago been sound asleep.


Du Zhiqi was still Du Zhiqi, but her entire demeanor had changed, making her seem like a completely different person.


If the first Du Zhiqi had been a gentle, generous, and timid girl, the Du Zhiqi now was a sword unsheathed, her aura sharp and edged.


Swish! Du Zhiqi vigilantly took stock of her surroundings and then leaped through the window like a cat. It took only a few seconds to arrive at Li Heng's study, which wasn't very far from the bedroom.


Looking around the room, Du Zhiqi's eyes glimmered as she noticed the list on the desk.


"I've found it! I'll make a copy and send it to the First Prince."



Taking a brush, she swiftly made a copy and left.



In this entire process, she never noticed that in a nearby place, a pair of bright eyes had been silently observing her.


Flapflap!


A few moments later, a carrier pigeon took off from Li Heng's bedroom. This pigeon did not leave the bounds of the Imperial Palace, but flew only a short while before landing in the residence of the First Prince.


……


Day after day passed, and seven days quickly went by.


In the early morning, when the day was at its most peaceful, a voice shattered the serenity. "Your Highness, something bad has happened."


A guard rushed into the Fifth Prince's bedroom. "His Majesty has ordered your immediate summons! The First Prince, the Second Prince, and the Third Prince are all present, as are the Grand Tutor, Grand Preceptor, and the other teachers of the palace!"



"What?!"


The Fifth Prince pushed away his bedding in alarm and got out of bed.


"Your Highness, you should quickly go! His Majesty is furious and everyone is waiting there. Your Highness must move as quickly as possible!"


"Zhiqi, you rest. I'll be back in a moment."


Without time for anything more, Li Heng put on a set of clothes and left his residence.


……


The depths of the Imperial Palace, Yongfu Palace.


When the Fifth Prince Li Heng opened the doors and entered the hall, the atmosphere was somber. In the upper reaches of the hall, the grim-faced Sage Emperor sat unmoving.


To his left and right were the rarely seen Grand Preceptor and Grand Tutor, their expressions just as grim. Arrayed below them were the teachers of the princes, all of them standing in a row and appearing very afraid.


In front of the teachers were the princes of the palace. The First Prince, the Second Prince, the Third Prince… these princes that were usually very difficult to gather together were all present today.


When Li Heng opened the door and walked in, everyone began to look over. There were sneering gazes, proud ones, scornful ones, sympathetic ones, and ones that were fearful for their own safety.


As Li Heng surveyed the hall and saw those derisive looks that seemed to be awaiting the start of a play, he began to understand what was going on, but he remained unafraid.


"This son Li Heng pays respects to Imperial Father!"


With a wave of his sleeve, Li Heng strode forward and gave a deep bow. As he kneeled, his expression was confident and relaxed.


"Your Highness, His Majesty is present, so why aren't you admitting your wrongs and apologizing!"


On the side, Li Heng's teacher, Master Xu Shao, was rebuking Li Heng before he could even properly kneel, his expression very uneasy.


"Master Xu, His Majesty is present, and when were you permitted to speak? Are you trying to make some distance with His Fifth Highness?"


Grand Tutor Chen Yong's reprimand was swift and harsh.


The Grand Tutor was the head of all the teachers and had the highest rank. His words immediately caused Xu Shao to choke back his words and fall silent. He did not dare to say another word, only look to Li Heng and mentally sigh.


He had personally taught the Fifth Prince and watched him mature. It had been no easy task to watch him slowly mature and gain the Sage Emperor's favor, and he had never expected him to do something like this.


All that work wasted!


Xu Shao gave a deep sigh and closed his eyes, unwilling to watch what was about to happen.


"Heng-er, We will give you one chance."


The Sage Emperor's complexion was ashen, but his voice was abnormally calm.


"Tell Us: just which people have you recruited, and which officials and generals are you colluding with?"


The moment the Sage Emperor spoke, the atmosphere in the hall seemed to grow ten times heavier. Everyone—the Grand Tutor, the Grand Preceptor, the teachers, and the princes—fell silent, even beginning to breathe more quietly.


Everyone watched Li Heng.


Forming factions for personal gain and colluding with the officials of court had always been a great taboo of the palace. It was akin to fomenting rebellion and carried a heavy penalty.


Since ancient times, across every dynasty and generation, everyone had done things like this, but keeping it a secret was one thing and being arrested was another.


The charge of forming factions was enough to strip Li Heng of his right to the throne. He would be lucky to not be exiled to the border and made a commoner.


The Fifth Prince Li Heng had been slowly gaining the favor of the Sage Emperor as of late, making many of the princes uneasy, but now, all of them could relax.


"Imperial Father, your son and servant has never colluded with any official or general. May Imperial Father serve as witness to my words!"


Unexpectedly, Li Heng stood up and clasped his hands, his expression relaxed, neither humble nor domineering.


The Sage Emperor's expression sank upon hearing Li Heng's words.


An elderly voice spoke. "Your Highness, before the Sage Emperor, is there any need to quibble over semantics? If there was no evidence, His Majesty would not have summoned Your Highness. Your Highness should quickly confess to avoid provoking His Divine Majesty's anger." With a sigh, the greying Grand Preceptor Pei Guangting had finally decided to speak.


Pei Guangting was already seventy or eighty and carried on the tradition of the restrained Confucian teachings. He was famed for his virtue and prestige in the court and was extremely respected. Although his accomplishments in battle and status in the court were inferior to the former Prime Minister Wang Jiuling, in terms of seniority and prestige, even Wang Chong's grandfather had to call him Lord Pei.


Pei Guangting was already greatly respected in the reign of the previous Emperor, and his status had only risen. He was deeply trusted and respected by the Sage Emperor.


Pei Guangting was very old and normally did not leave his residence or entertain guests. Even the princes rarely saw him. But this time, Fifth Prince Li Heng had been caught colluding with influential officials and forming a faction for his personal gain. Such a great crime with such heavy punishment had alarmed even Pei Guangting.


If punishment were levied according to the rules of the palace, Li Heng would probably be stripped of all his privileges.


"Lord Grand Preceptor, Li Heng is not quibbling, as Li Heng has never done the deed. Since nothing has been done, why should Li Heng admit to it?"


Li Heng continued to push forward his position, still fearless, even before the much-admired Grand Preceptor.


"Haaah…"


The gathered teachers couldn't help but sigh and shake their heads. Meanwhile, Li Heng's teacher, Xu Shao, felt his heart sink like a stone.


"To argue at a time like this, you're truly asking for trouble!"


Near the wall, the Second Prince Li Yao was all sneers.


"To dare argue with Grand Preceptor Pei Guangting in front of Imperial Father, is this fellow an idiot? Does he not know that Imperial Father has always respected and trusted the Grand Preceptor?"


Third Prince Li Ju looked down at Li Heng with a contemptful gaze.


The Sage Emperor had always admired filial piety. All Li Heng was doing with his actions was harming his own status in the Sage Emperor's heart. This was called making trouble for oneself.


Li Ju could already guess how Li Heng would end up.


"Ah, Fifth Imperial Brother, is there any need for this? He clearly knows that Imperial Father is extremely perceptive. Without firm evidence, he definitely wouldn't have been summoned. What's the point in denying it now?"


Near the left wall, the side opposite of Li Yao and Li Ju, only the seventeen-year-old Tenth Prince Li Qi looked at Li Heng with any sympathy, shaking his head. Just like Li Heng, he had never had much standing in the palace, and he had also been suppressed by the other princes.


Of the gathered princes, only he felt a deep sympathy for Li Heng, but this was the extent of his feelings. He strenuously objected toward Li Heng's attitude in front of the Sage Emperor and the Grand Preceptor.


To argue with their imperial father and the Grand Preceptor while knowing full well that they had been caught red-handed was not a wise course of action.


The Fourth Prince, Sixth Prince, Seventh Prince, and the other princes were all jeering. Li Heng's words meant that it would be very difficult for this matter to end well for him.


"Bastard!"


Just as expected, Li Heng's words elicited a thunderous fury from the Sage Emperor. The entire hall trembled at his words as a majestic pressure descended. All the princes quivered in fear and lowered their heads.


"Unfilial son, even at this stage, you still dare to argue! Just see this for yourself!"


There was a flash of light as that heaven-shaking voice spoke. Two sheets of paper were cast down from above to land in front of Li Heng.
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The two thin sheets of paper seemed to fall on the ground as if they weighed one thousand jun, instantly capturing the attention of the people within the hall. A soft jeer could faintly be heard, and some people already seemed able to see how Li Heng would end up.


Li Heng said nothing. After remaining quiet for a few moments, he kneeled on the ground and picked up the papers.


These were two letters. One of them was from a Great Tang border general, the Fort Inspector General Zhang Yang of Beiting. Anyone with an understanding of the borders of the Great Tang would know that the Great Tang's north had a very long border.


Although the entire north belonged to the Beiting Protectorate, under the command of Vice Protector-General An Sishun, the Beiting Protectorate had also established many forts on the extensive border, with important generals holding them down.


These generals would normally not be under the command of Beiting, and were only responsible for defending their own areas and sending information to the Beiting Protectorate. Once something happened, the Beiting Protectorate would immediately send out reinforcements.


In this aspect, these forts were actually their own miniature courts, with their own independent politics and militaries.


For this reason, the generals in charge of these military forts had a great deal of influence. In addition, the importance of the areas they guarded meant that these generals were also quite powerful. They were all titled generals at the minimum. These two traits meant that all the princes of the palace wished to draw them close.


This Zhang Yang was this kind of border general.


This letter seemed very ordinary, and it discussed a few battles on the border. But in various places, Zhang Yang described his admiration and willingness to follow a certain prince.


Li Heng was quiet for a few moments and then turned to the second letter. But the moment he saw it, his pupils constricted and his complexion paled.


"Unfilial son, is that letter your handwriting?"


The Sage Emperor's voice came from the upper reaches of the hall like a peal of thunder.


Li Heng straightened his body and calmly said, "It truly does appear very similar to this son's writing."


"Hmph, Fifth Brother, you're truly very stubborn. You still dare to argue in front of Imperial Father. Can you not even recognize your own handwriting?"


Third Prince Li Ju sneered and took two steps forward, his face filled with disdain.


"Fifth Prince, just confess. While it's true that forming factions and colluding with officials and generals of the court is a serious crime, lying in front of His Majesty carries the charge of deceiving the sovereign, a much heavier crime. Why does Your Highness insist on deceiving yourself and deceiving others by keeping up this resistance?"


The Third Prince's teacher, Yao Zongping, also spoke up at this time.


"Why should this Li Heng have to admit to something he did not do?" Li Heng sternly said.


"Your Highness, the evidence confirms without a doubt that you were exchanging letters and colluding with the Fort Inspector General Zhang Yang. Even your objections are useless. Zhang Yang has already been stripped of his rank and is currently being sent back to the capital. Your Highness should stop with the denials… In truth, His Majesty is still giving you a chance!"


Grand Tutor Chen Yong shook his head, his face filled with disappointment.


A gentleman did not treat their words lightly, and even though princes had committed offenses in the past, the majority of the time, they had admitted their wrongs, allowing the Sage Emperor to lighten the punishment. No one had ever been as confrontational as the Fifth Prince.


And this was certainly no wise course of action.


He originally still had a good impression of the newly-ascendant Fifth Prince, but even that last shred of optimism was now gone.


"There is no need for Grand Tutor to say any more. We shall handle this."


The Sage Emperor's voice was devoid of emotion.


"Unfilial son, these letters serve as unimpeachable evidence of your crime of colluding with a border general and attempting to form a faction. Since you are not willing to confess, then We will not force you. We ordered someone to search your study for this list of names. Do you recognize the handwriting?"


Thwish! A third sheet of paper cut through the air like a knife as it flew toward Li Heng.


Li Heng extended both hands and took the letter. In an instant, that mighty energy carrying the letter along vanished into nothing.


Li Heng lowered his head and saw that the paper was covered in names. This was the same list of officials that he had given to Wang Chong to review.


"Zuo Honglin, Su Guosheng, Qi Haiqing, Wei Shaoyou, Cui Yi, Lu Jianjin, Li Han, and even Wei Lan and Wei Zhi of the Wei Clan… Unfilial son, just what are you up to?"


With these last words, the Sage Emperor thumped a palm down. For a moment, the entire hall quaked. All the princes and teachers, even the Grand Tutor and Grand Preceptor, paled and fell silent.


After spending so many years at the Sage Emperor's side, the Grand Tutor and Grand Preceptor were both well aware that in this situation, the Sage Emperor was truly furious.


If Fifth Prince Li Heng maintained his denial and remained insensible to reason, then what awaited him was a punishment far more severe than the one for forming factions.


Fifth Prince Li Heng might not only end up being imprisoned. His future prospects would all be ruined, and he might not even be able to live as a normal commoner. Even his teacher and his servants could be punished.


In the worst situation, Li Heng might not even be able to keep his life.


And all this depended on Li Heng's next few words.


"Imperial Father, this son knows that no matter what I say, you will not believe it, and if Imperial Father says that this list was found in my study, then this son knows that this must be true."


Li Heng's voice rang out in everyone's ears.


"But this son can confess to Imperial Father that this list was not written by your son. I do not know who is framing your son, nor how they entered my study and placed this list within. However, no matter how much thought they put into it, all the safeguards they had planned, even the wisest sage pondering a matter one thousand times can still make a single mistake and leave behind a flaw."


"Oh?"


Li Heng's words immediately attracted the attention of everyone in the hall, and the solemn air also began to waver. A few of the princes standing by the walls began to look a little uneasy.


"Your meaning is that this list and these letters were forged?"


The Sage Emperor seemed pensive.


It was clear that no one had predicted this sight.


"Precisely!"


Li Heng straightened his body and raised his head to that majestic figure above, his expression carefree and fearless.


Buzz!


The Fifth Prince's words were like a stone cast into a pond, making the entire hall restless. The grim and frowning figures of the Grand Tutor and Grand Preceptor looked at each other, the stern faces slightly relaxing.


Although the Sage Emperor could not have made a mistake, Fifth Prince Li Heng also did not seem like he was lying. Moreover, princes had been framing each other throughout all the dynasties.


For a moment, the Grand Tutor and Grand Preceptor both glanced at Third Prince Li Ju.


"Li Heng, you're speaking nonsense! You dare commit the crime but not dare to admit it!"


Li Ju's face turned red.


"Since you were so bold as to do such a thing, why do you lack the boldness to confess?"


"So, all this was the work of Third Imperial Brother, correct?"


Li Heng turned to Li Ju. If he still didn't know who the culprit was at the start, everything became clear the moment the Third Prince spoke up. The orchestrator behind the curtains had to be Third Prince Li Ju.


Li Ju paused for a moment, immediately knowing that he had made a misstep. However, he quickly began to laugh.


"Fifth Brother, anything you say now is useless. Everything depends on Imperial Father's divine judgment."


Li Ju turned and gave a deep bow to the Sage Emperor. He wasn't worried about the matter being exposed and Li Heng holding a grudge, but if the Sage Emperor misunderstood this as him framing his own brother, then it would be no laughing matter.


The Sage Emperor said nothing, did not even glance at Li Ju. His gaze remained fixed on Li Heng.


Li Ju's face turned red and he hurriedly retreated back to the wall and shut his mouth.


"Speak!"


The Sage Emperor spoke only a word, neither too loud nor too soft, yet it resounded in everyone's ears with a supreme majesty.


"Imperial Father, with regards to Third Brother framing me of colluding with Fort Inspector General Zhang Yang, I have nothing to say nor any means to clear my name. As for this list of officials that Third Brother has forged, if it were true, your son would just confess, but one can be too intelligent for one's own good. No matter how diligent and careful one is, they still made a mistake."


Li Heng's lips curved into a confident smile.


"Li Heng! Don't slander others! What does your making of a list with an intention of colluding with the officials of court have to do with me?" Li Ju fumed. If the Sage Emperor had not been present, he would have already charged over.


"Hmph, the honest don't do anything underhanded. You yourself know if you did it or not."


Li Heng raised his head and sneered at his older brother. In the past, he might have been more reserved and admitted to the crime, but since they wanted to force him into desperate straits, he would not give a single concession.


"Continue!"


The Sage Emperor's voice was as flat as the water of an ancient well. Nobody could tell what he was thinking.


"Yes!"


Li Heng gave a deep bow and then raised his head to continue speaking.


"Senior Official Zuo Honglin, Deputy Secretary Su Guosheng, Border Cavalry General Wu Yanqing, Grand Judge Supervisor Cui Yi, Transportation Legate of the North Wei Shaoyou, and Wei Lan and Wei Zhi of the capital's Wei lineage… this son has nothing to say about these names. Alas, even the wise can make mistakes, and no matter how cautious the creator of this list was, he still made an irrecoverable mistake: the last name on the list, Palace Library Director Chen Wenxiao!


"A few days ago, Master Xu was discussing the imperial curators with your son. If this son remembered correctly, of the twenty-four Directors of the Palace Library, none of them is called Chen Wenxiao."


As he reached the end of his words, Li Heng's posture grew more erect, his expression more confident. For an instant, everyone in the hall couldn't help but be captivated.


The princes standing to the left and right as well as the assembled teachers all widened their eyes. Third Prince Li Ju in particular turned ghastly pale.


The post of Director of the Palace Library was a minor post, lower-grade rank three1. It didn't have much status in the court and did not have the authority to participate in court sessions. As a result, no one in the court paid it any attention, much less remembered any Imperial Curator Chen Wenxiao.


(TN: In truth, lower-grade rank three isn't a minor post at all. Chinese officials were divided into nine ranks, each rank further divided into upper and lower. Director of the Palace Library was lower-grade rank three, but one must consider that a minister of one of the Six Bureaus was upper-grade rank three, only one sub-rank better.)


But no one could have ever imagined that the Chen Wenxiao named on that list simply didn't exist. If Chen Wenxiao didn't exist, then the list wasn't trustworthy at all.


In other words, it meant that someone was trying to frame Li Heng.


If this was the case, then this was no trifling matter. In a flash, many gazes turned toward Third Prince Li Ju.

______________
1. In truth, lower-grade rank three isn't a minor post at all. Chinese officials were divided into nine ranks, each rank further divided into upper and lower. Director of the Palace Library was lower-grade rank three, but one must consider that a minister of one of the Six Bureaus was upper-grade rank three, only one sub-rank better.↩
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It was clear that the Third Prince was only so pale because he had also understood the implications of the forgery.


"Master Xu?"


The Sage Emperor's voice echoed through the hall.


Xu Shao lowered his head and earnestly said, "Yes, Your Majesty, this lowly subject truly did bring up the Directors of the Palace Library with the Fifth Prince several days ago."


"Grand Tutor?"


Grand Tutor Chen Yong thought for a few moments before earnestly replying, "Indeed, Your Majesty, of the twenty-four Directors of the Palace Library, there truly is no one called Chen Wenxiao."


In terms of erudition, no one could surpass the Grand Tutor, and in terms of understanding of the court officials and the bureaucracy, still no one could surpass the Grand Tutor. If even he said that there was no one called Chen Wenxiao among the Directors of the Palace Library, then there truly wasn't.


It was precisely because he understood this that Third Prince Li Ju's complexion turned even paler.


"Third Brother!"


First Prince Li Ying and Second Prince Li Yao both turned to Li Ju and grimaced.


The Grand Tutor's words were fatal to Li Ju.


"Imperial Father, if even a name of an official on an important list like this was fake, with the person in question not even existing, how could one believe that this list was real? And if this really was written by your son, how could such a mistake be made?"


Li Heng got up, his eyes blazing and his expression relaxed.


"So, Heng-er, your meaning is that all of this was forged?"


The Sage Emperor's voice had clearly grown much warmer.


"Yes! Although this handwriting truly is very similar to your son's, with the forger truly being diligent, there is still a noticeable difference in the writing. In this aspect, one only needs to look at any of your son's calligraphy copybooks. Both Master Xu and Grand Tutor should have them," Li Heng sternly said.


The hall was quiet, and people began to turn toward Li Heng's teacher.


"Yes, Your Majesty, this lowly subject truly does have a significant number of copybooks from the Fifth Prince. These can be taken from my study. Whether the statement is true or false can naturally be easily determined."


Xu Shao lowered his head and gave a deferential bow.


Golden-armored guards were quickly dispatched, and only five minutes later, a thick stack of copybooks was brought into the hall.


The teachers gathered and began to compare the copybooks to the writing on the list of names.


After a long time, Grand Tutor Chen Yong finally raised his head from the stack of copybooks and gave his judgment. "Your Majesty, this writing truly is very similar to the Fifth Prince's, but there's still a rather large difference in style. In other words, these letters and list truly are fake."


"Your Majesty, this subject agrees! This really is not His Fifth Highness's writing," Grand Preceptor Pei Guangting added.


"That means that the letter to the general and Heng-er's reply were both fake as well?"


The Sage Emperor's dignified voice rang out through the hall.


"Precisely!"


Grand Tutor Chen Yong and Grand Preceptor Pei Guangting answered as one.


In an instant, everyone in the hall turned to Third Prince Li Ju. And when those divine and dignified eyes looked toward Li Ju, the ashen-faced Li Ju went limp. Trembling in fear, he got down on both knees and bowed.


……


"Your Highness, how did it go?"


The moment Fifth Prince Li Heng left Yongfu Palace, Li Jingzhong immediately strode over in worry. He had been waiting outside for a very long time. Alas, even though he had been the Fifth Prince's attending eunuch for ten-some years, he was still not qualified to enter the hall.


So he could only wait outside with his anxieties.


While Li Heng had been inside Yongfu Palace, Li Jingzhong had made several hundred rounds of the hall's perimeter, almost wearing away the bottoms of his boots.


"What do you think?"


Li Heng did not directly answer the question, only grinned at Li Jingzhong.


Li Jingzhong froze for a few moments before breaking into a toothy grin.


For the Fifth Prince to be so confident and relaxed was enough to show that there was no problem.


"Third Brother truly ended up being too clever for his own good. He thought he could frame me, but little did he know that while the mantis stalks the cicada, the oriole is close behind. In the end, he only ended up hurting himself."


Li Heng ruffled his robe, his young face containing a maturity and composure well beyond his years.


When he thought about Li Ju's ashen complexion when his imperial father looked over, Li Heng felt an indescribable glee.


"…Third Prince Li Ju, for framing your brother, harboring treacherous thoughts, and violating your fraternal duties, you are stripped of your status as prince and handed over to the Imperial Clan Court for punishment. Yao Zongping, for the poor guidance you have given your students, you are fined one year of your official salary, stripped of your rank, and banned from taking a single step into the Imperial Palace!"


In the past, if Li Heng had ever encountered something like this, he would have intentionally avoided the entire matter and just bowed his head in concession. But Li Ju had gone overboard this time.


He had actually wanted to frame Li Heng for the crime of forming factions and colluding with ministers, utterly robbing him of his status as prince and his right to vie for the throne of the true dragon. Since this was the case, Li Heng couldn't be blamed for being rude.


"Your Highness, regardless of what happened, this matter has finally been settled."


Li Jingzhong gave a long sigh of relief. Fifth Prince Li Heng had not only emerged unscathed, the arch-schemer Li Ju had been remanded to the Imperial Clan Court. This was already the best result.


"No! This matter is far from over!"


To Li Jingzhong's surprise, Li Heng shook his head, his eyes flashing as he turned in another direction. He had won his battle with Li Ju and gained his imperial father's favor. To avoid arousing suspicion, probably no one would try to scheme against him for quite some time.


But even so, Li Heng's face showed excitement, and his eyes seemed a little dim.


After a momentary daze, Li Jingzhong quickly realized.


Yes, the matter with the Third Prince had been resolved, but there was still 'her'. 'She' needed to be dealt with as well.


But this time, Li Jingzhong had no advice or anything else to say. He only respectfully retreated to the side, yielding the path for Li Heng.


"Haaah…"


Li Jingzhong gave a long sigh. If possible, he would have wanted to do things another way, but in order to gain the true dragon's throne, in order to contend against the other princes, Li Heng had to handle this matter personally.


With a wave of his sleeve, Li Heng set off, but not for his residence.


He had just received news that 'she' was about to succeed.


Unfortunately, only Li Heng knew that she would never be able to succeed.


……


"Hyah!"


The carriage rolled forward. It did not appear very ornate as it slowly traveled through the narrow golden avenues of the palace. It slowly made its way through each of the palace gates, attracting the notice of no guards.


Only when the carriage went right by them would the guards notice that inside the carriage was a gentle, dignified, and enchanting young woman, currently looking out the window in a daze.


Two palace gates, only two more palace gates before I can leave this place!


A gust of wind blew past the window, ruffling the woman's hair. Her gaze flitted for a moment to the many guards outside, showing a faint hint of that well-concealed worry.


She had been counting and knew that she had already gone through forty-eight palace gates. With just two more gates, she would be completely free.



                                                                        Chapter 691: Victory and Defeat (II) 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




Suddenly, the carriage came to a halt.


The woman's eyes widened as she shouted, "What's going on? Why have we stopped moving?"


"Milady, someone is barring the path," the driver outside said.


"Who is it? Don't they know that it's forbidden to stop carriages here?"


As her eyes widened and she voiced her anger, she hear a familiar voice at her ear.


"Since you want to leave, why don't you come down and say goodbye?"


The woman's body began to tremble, and she seemed to have been struck by a lightning bolt.


It was quiet outside the carriage. The woman said nothing, and the person outside silently awaited her answer. With no one saying anything, all that was left was deathly stillness.


The complexion of the woman's face constantly shifted, as did the expression in her eyes. After some time, perhaps finally understanding that she could not escape, she gave a soft sigh and regained her composure.


Creeak!


The door to the carriage opened and the woman walked out with a composed expression. A golden carriage was parked in front, sumptuous and ornate, blocking the avenue. The dragons decorating the carriage were proof enough of the carriage owner's esteemed status.


A row of people stood in front of the carriage, and in the very center of them stood a young and handsome prince, Fifth Prince Li Heng.


"Your Highness!"


Du Zhiqi gave a slight bow to Li Heng, her attitude natural and unpanicked. It was like all this was a mere happenstance.


"You shameless woman! At this stage, you still want to pretend? Our Highness always treated you sincerely, but you wanted to harm him! Truly no better than a beast!"


Before Li Heng could speak, Li Jingzhong rushed forward in rage and rebuke.


If looks could kill, Du Zhiqi would have died countless times already.


"Uncle Jing!" Li Heng suddenly shouted, but his gaze had never once left Du Zhiqi.


Li Jingzhong's body shook. He immediately knew that he had lost control of himself and fell quiet.


No matter what sort of person Du Zhiqi was or what she had done, she was still the Fifth Prince's woman. Moreover, the Fifth Prince had treated her with deep affection, and since the Fifth Prince was here, it was not Li Jingzhong's turn to speak.


"Why?"


Li Heng looked at her.


"Your Highness, what has happened? Why are you here?" Du Zhiqi asked in surprise.


"Why?" Li Heng once more asked, no change in his voice or expression.


"Your Highness, has Zhiqi done something wrong? Your Highness, don't be angry. Tell me and I'll definitely correct it!" Du Zhiqi fearfully replied.


"Even at a time like this, you still want to deceive me?"


Li Heng looked forward and then closed his eyes, his body trembling in pain.


The person he had trusted the most, the one who slept at his side every night, someone he would even be willing to take out his heart and offer it to, had actually been a spy sent by someone else.


Her mouth had been full of words of love and affection, yet at every moment, she wanted nothing more than to push him into a dead end. And even at this stage, she was still trying to deceive him.


"Your Highness, are you blaming Zhiqi for leaving without saying farewell? I know that I'm wrong, but Zhiqi received a letter from my sister. Mother has come down with a serious illness and I must return as quickly as possible," Du Zhiqi said, lowering her head as her face became stricken with grief.


"I have three thousand books in my study, and on that day in my study, only you saw that I had placed that list beneath that board in the corner.


"When Imperial Father sent people to retrieve the list, they did not touch one of the three thousand books, only took the list under the board, not even breaking the board. Someone unfamiliar with the room would never be capable of this feat. Tell me, besides you, who else could do it? Who else would know where that list was?" Li Heng said with closed eyes.


Du Zhiqi's body shuddered, and for a moment, she had nothing to say. She had never imagined that the people sent by the Sage Emperor would be so stupid that they wouldn't even flip through the books, instead immediately taking the list.


"Your Highness, I know nothing. Someone must be framing me!" Du Zhiqi said in anguish as she kneeled to the ground.


"This woman, she's still so tight-lipped, even now!"


Li Jingzhong clenched his fists, his heart brimming with rage.


"Even if you don't confess, there's no problem. Tell me, where is the letter your sister wrote you? Since so little time has passed, it should still be on you!"


Li Heng's voice ringing in her ear, Du Zhiqi trembled, her beautiful face turning ghastly pale and devoid of blood.


Her sister sending a letter about her mother taking ill was just an excuse she had thought up on the spot, and there was no letter to speak of. Even if she had wanted to write one, there had been no time.


"Hmph, you're too clever for your own good. Do you still have anything you want to say!"


Li Jingzhong reacted with a sneer.


The Fifth Prince had been the more quick-witted one, immediately grasping the flaw in her lies.


"It was the Third Prince who sent you, right?" Li Heng asked.


"Since Your Highness is already sure that it was Zhiqi, Zhiqi has nothing to say. Your Highness can do whatever you wish, whether it is killing me or cutting my flesh!"


Du Zhiqi clenched her teeth and dropped her hands, waiting to be arrested.


"Rise! Don't kneel in front of me!"


Li Heng closed his eyes once more in disappointment.


"Our love ends here. From this moment, I do not know you, and you do not know me. Everything will have just been a dream. I can only treat this as my making the wrong judgment of a person. Leave!"


Du Zhiqi continued to kneel on the ground, her body trembling and her face even paler than before.


"Your Highness!"


Li Jingzhong was disconcerted, never expecting this response from Li Heng. He had originally believed that Li Heng would at least arrest her, but he would have never believed that Li Heng would let her go consequence-free.


"Uncle Jing, there's no need to say anything. I can make my own decisions!"


Li Heng extended a hand and stopped Li Jingzhong, his voice and expression allowing no objection. Stunned, Li Jingzhong found it impossible to speak.


Despite all the years he had attended upon Li Heng, he had never seen such dignity and bearing.


His Highness has matured!


Li Jingzhong had a flash of insight and immediately drew back.


In contrast to a woman, the lessons and maturity that Li Heng had gained from this incident were far more precious.


From this perspective, this experience wasn't all that bad.


It seems like the Lord Marquis already predicted all this!


Li Jingzhong recalled that a few days ago, Wang Chong had said that he shouldn't stop the Fifth Prince no matter what decision was made.


"Your Highness, I know that it's too late for me to say anything. Zhiqi would not be able to repay Your Highness's favor with her life, and I will engrave this memory in my heart. Zhiqi bids farewell!"


A complicated look in her eyes, Du Zhiqi stood back up. She did not return to her carriage, but walked past Li Heng and out through the palace gate.


Until she finally disappeared, Li Heng kept his eyes closed, never turning his head. When the final palace gate rumbled as it opened, his body shuddered.


Li Jingzhong coldly watched from the sidelines and couldn't help but sigh. In the end, Li Heng could not deny his affections, could not strike the final blow.


"Your Highness, we truly must thank Young Master Wang this time. If not for him, we would still be completely in the dark, unaware that that woman was a spy sent by another prince. If not for Young Master Wang's vigilance and plans, we truly might have been in danger. The Third Prince and the others would have had an eighty or ninety percent chance of success."


Li Jingzhong's face showed fear as he imagined the consequences.


He only knew that his prince was in love with a woman and thus sought Wang Chong's aid. But he had never expected the Young Marquis to be even warier, immediately seeing through Du Zhiqi.


At the very start, the Fifth Prince stubbornly refused to believe, but when he did as Wang Chong said and left early to see his master, everything was exposed.


Truthfully speaking, even the mentally prepared Li Jingzhong was given a fright when he saw Du Zhiqi's movements through the crack in the study.


The Du Zhiqi in the study had been lithe, agile, vigilant. She was completely different from her usually refined and dignified self.




"Mm."


Li Heng nodded and raised his head. There was a flicker of emotion in his eyes, and then he had regained his composure and serenity. Whether it was leaving the palace, returning to the palace, seeing his master, leaving the list out, and even finding someone to imitate his handwriting and correspond with the border general…


All of this was planned out by Wang Chong.


In the end, not only had he emerged unharmed, Third Prince Li Ju had been sent to the Imperial Clan Court. Moreover, his understanding of the Directors of the Palace Library had greatly pleased his imperial father, and he had won the Sage Emperor's favor and good graces. Not even Li Heng had expected this result.


Disaster could be caused by fortune, and fortune could be hidden in disaster. No matter how many books he read or how long he practiced martial arts, he would have never been able to achieve this result.


But now that he carefully thought about it, this road had been fraught with danger. The slightest lack of caution would have led to a complete loss and terrible risks.


"Tell the Young Marquis that I am deeply grateful for his warnings and that I owe him a favor. In addition, inform Du Hongjian, Wei Shaoyou, and the others that I would like to see them. With the matter of the fake list having just happened, even if I did meet with them, no one would dare say anything.


"Besides that, I plan to devote myself to my studies and martial arts for a time. Don't disturb me unless it's for something important."


As Li Heng spoke, his eyes shone with resolve and wisdom.


"Yes, Your Highness!"


Li Jingzhong was inwardly ecstatic. The Fifth Prince's relationship with Du Zhiqi had resulted in him basically abandoning his studies.


This was the first time he had heard Li Heng mentioning his studies on his own initiative.


Moreover, Li Heng had clearly matured from his experience. He now understood that this was a chance to get close to Du Hongjian and the other officials.


The Li Heng of the past would have never done such a thing.


"Your lowly slave will do as ordered!"


The cheerful Li Jingzhong quickly took his leave.


……


A figure emerged from the Imperial Palace. Standing in the middle of the vast and crowded street, Du Zhiqi finally turned to glance at the lofty golden walls of the palace.


With no one to watch, Du Zhiqi finally showed a little sorrow and confusion. But she quickly vanished, merging with the crowd and setting off in a different direction.


"Lord Marquis, are we really just letting her go?"


In a nearby restaurant, a frowning Old Eagle and Wang Chong stood side by side and watched Du Zhiqi.


In his opinion, a double-crossing woman who had attempted to do harm to Fifth Prince Li Heng could not be allowed to survive. This was only nurturing a tiger so that it could cause a future calamity.


"Since the Fifth Prince was not willing to kill her, and let her leave the Imperial Palace alive, what right do we have to touch her?"


Wang Chong leaned on a rail and watched, his voice indifferent, his expression calm.


"Moreover, humans are not made of wood and grass, and who can truly remain emotionless? Although she was dispatched as someone else's spy, after spending so many nights and days with the Fifth Prince, there's no guarantee that she had absolutely no affection for him. Perhaps she's already been punished, so what need is there for us to do anything?"


Old Eagle was momentarily surprised, only half-understanding Wang Chong's words.


"Okay, let's put this matter aside. The matter regarding His Fifth Highness is over, so it's time that we got to work on other things."


Smiling, Wang Chong quickly left the restaurant.
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Deep within the Wang Clan Residence, Wang Chong finally met the person he had longed to see. This was a middle-aged scholar with a long and slender beard, dressed in a white robe. His demeanor was so cultured and fragile that it seemed like a gust of wind would blow him over.


"Paying respects to Lord Marquis!"


Seeing Wang Chong and Old Eagle walk in, the middle-aged scholar hurriedly bowed, fixing his eyes on the ground and attempting to breathe as softly as possible.


It was clear that he had no idea why the ascendant Son of Heaven's disciple, the Young Marquis of the Great Tang, had requested to meet an obscure and powerless teacher like him.


"Lord Marquis, according to your orders, we searched the capital and found him in an unremarkable Daoist temple. At that time, he had already packed his luggage and was preparing to leave. If we had been just a little slow, he would have already left," Wei Guo and Wei Wu reported.


It was evident that this pair also had no inkling of why Wang Chong had ordered them to search the entire city for this feeble scholar, a venture that had used a great deal of time and energy.


Wang Chong did not pay attention to Wei Guo and Wei Wu. Since the moment he entered the room, his gaze had been fixed on the middle-aged scholar.


I didn't think I would actually be able to find him.


Wang Chong's eyes shone brightly with excitement.


Although this middle-aged scholar seemed nameless and obscure, in another domain, he had quite the sterling reputation. Wang Chong rarely admired anyone, but this middle-aged scholar was definitely one of them.


"You are Yuan Shusong?" Wang Chong asked expectantly.


"This lowly person is. To be able to meet the Lord Marquis is enough blessing for this lowly person for three lifetimes! But might this lowly person ask why the Lord Marquis has summoned this one?"


Yuan Shusong's face was filled with fear and panic. This was his first time meeting an influential character of this level, and it left him very nervous.


Hahaha, it really is him!


At this moment, Wang Chong was absolutely certain. His name was Yuan Shusong and he had a long and slender beard. The person before him matched completely with the description of that 'Master Yuan'.


In the Great Tang, disdain for barbarians meant that it was very rare for people to learn foreign languages, which is why Wang Chong's ability to speak Sanskrit and Tibetan shocked so many people.


Even Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang had found this fact unbelievable.


But Wang Chong did not think this strange. 'Know yourself and know your enemies, and you will never be defeated.' In order to defeat the foreigners in battle, he had to learn their language, understand them, know their weaknesses and strengths; not exclude them and close his ears.


These were the words of the elder who had taught Wang Chong Sanskrit and Tibetan, and these words had originated from the Yuan Shusong that now kneeled before him.


Although almost no one knew of Yuan Shusong's name amongst the court and nobility, he was a celebrity amongst those related to the Western Regions, especially the teachers of the capital and the merchants trading silk in the Western Regions.


It wasn't merely because he knew twenty-three languages, which included Turkic, Tibetan, Mengshe Zhao, Goguryeon, Arabian, Characene, and the various languages used in the Western Regions. It was also because he was an extremely capable teacher.


He had taught elders, children, Daoist priests, nuns, wives, merchants, butchers… and almost everyone who learned from him could learn a new language or two in just one or two months.


In his last life, almost all the best language masters had been his disciples, including the elder who had taught Wang Chong Sanskrit and Tibetan.


However, this Master Yuan had only remained in the capital for several years before setting off for the Western Regions, where it was said that he eventually died.


When Wang Chong had heard of this, he was filled with remorse. If the Great Tang had been able to value this Master Yuan a little earlier, could understand a little more about the surrounding countries, could confront the ascendant Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu with a little more knowledge, perhaps things would have been different.


In order to understand the foreign countries surrounding the Great Tang a little more, one needed a large number of people who understood their languages, especially those people talented in instruction. Master Yuan was precisely this sort of person.


As long as one gave him a little assistance, a stage to stand on, he could definitely raise a large number of talented individuals to assist the Great Tang in understanding all the countries on its border.


But Wang Chong had not searched the entire capital for this man for just this alone. Deep in Wang Chong's heart, he had an even bigger plan.


Ever since the era of Great Emperor Wu of Han, the Western Regions had been in a constant state of division and unification, gains and losses, an endless cycle of conquest and loss. And the various kingdoms of the Western Regions had never felt much affection toward the Central Plains.


The crucial point in resolving all this and breaking the cycle of conquest and loss was language. Because their languages were different, they could not communicate, could not understand each other, so there was naturally no affection.


But if both sides from top to bottom, from the highest general to the lowest soldiers, could freely communicate, everything would be different.


If they could understand what the Central Plains was and what the Great Tang was, the people of the Western Regions would develop a completely different impression of the Central Plains.


If he wanted to do this, he wouldn't teach the Tang the languages of the Western Regions, but teach the people of the Western Regions the language of the Great Tang. Only this would resolve the problem once and for all.


But first, he needed someone who knew the languages of the Western Regions to serve as a teacher.


And Yuan Shusong was the individual Wang Chong had found that was crucial to solving this problem.


"Master, it is Wang Chong who has been rude, but if I might be so bold as to ask, does Master truly know twenty-three different foreign languages?" Wang Chong said.


As Yuan Shusong heard these words, a hint of shock flickered through his eyes. He truly did know quite a few languages, but not even the people close to him knew that the exact number was twenty-three. How did this famous character know this fact? And it was such a minor matter.


"Yes."


Although Yuan Shusong was surprised, he did not dare to be slow with his response.


"Might I know how Master managed to learn so many languages?"


Wang Chong gave a gentle smile, his eyes softening.


"This… when this lowly person was young, he knew not of the vastness of the world. Coupled with the poverty at home, this lowly person spent a period of time wandering the world, traveling deep into the Western Regions, to Sindhu, Arabia, and Charax Spasinu, learning their languages," Yuan Shusong said.


"You also went to Arabia?"


Wang Chong was a little shocked.


"Yes, I stayed there for a short time."


"How long?"


"Around two years."


Yuan Shusong's face turned slightly red.


Yuan Shusong's reaction made Wang Chong thoughtful. When this person was young, he had wandered the world, but when he arrived in Arabia, his visit was probably not something as simple as a short stay.


"Then that means that you have a deep understanding of Arabia?" Wang Chong said.


"This lowly person has a little understanding."


Yuan Shusong froze for a moment. As he looked at the Young Marquis, he suddenly understood what he was being asked about.


"Arabia is completely different from our Central Plains. Their territory is massive. It might… it might be about the same size as our Great Tang."


"About the same? You probably want to say that it's even larger," Wang Chong said.


Yuan Shusong's body trembled, and he now found it impossible to conceal the surprise in his eyes. Everyone in the Great Tang believed that it was the largest country in the world. Their impression of Arabia was that it was about the same size as a small country like Goguryeo.


Even the people of the Chamberlain of Dependencies held this opinion, much less others. That he dared to say that the lands of Arabia were about the same size as the Central Plains was already very bold, but he had not expected Wang Chong to state loud and clear that Arabia was larger than the Great Tang.


This was the first time Yuan Shusong had met this kind of noble. He suddenly found the young man standing before him rather mysterious.


"Master Yuan, since you've already been to Arabia, that's even better. Tell me, what is your impression of Arabia and its people? How would you compare them to the Great Tang?"


Wang Chong immediately spoke, not letting Master Yuan get lost in his thoughts.




"This…"


"There's no need to be afraid. I want to hear your sincere opinion."


"Then forgive this lowly person for speaking presumptuously. The people of the capital know the Hu merchants of the Western Regions as good-natured people skilled in trade and easy to get along with. In reality, however, true Arabians are extremely fierce and doughty. Everyone says that Tibetans are natural warriors, but even they are far inferior to the Arabians."


Yuan Shusong's first words immediately caused Old Eagle's expression to freeze in shock, but Wang Chong only gave a slight nod, apparently unsurprised.


"Arabians do not fear death, not only when fighting outsiders, but also when fighting each other. I once had the fortune to witness one of their internal wars. Everyone was throwing themselves into the fray, none of them retreating until the battle had reached its last moment.


"The Arabians value weapons, armor, and warhorses over any sort of wealth or fortune. As a result, the Arabians have developed extremely advanced forging techniques… everyone in the capital knows about this. But this lowly person believes that the most extraordinary aspect of the Arabians is not their weapons, but their warhorses.


"When this lowly person lived in Arabia, he had the opportunity to see their war horses from close-up. They were taller than a man and extremely well-built. Moreover, they are extremely formidable chargers. Not even the highland steeds of Ü-Tsang or the Turkic warhorses can compare.


"But during this lowly person's travels in Arabia, what he found most concerning of all was their thinking. Although many of them had never been to the Great Tang, even the ordinary commoner knew of its existence, and all levels of society made no effort to conceal their desire for the Great Tang.


"In their markets, this lowly person once heard that their sovereign had once declared before all his assembled ministers that anyone who could subjugate the east, subjugate the Great Tang, would be made Emperor of the Central Plains."


Boom!


Like a stone thrown into a pond, Yuan Shusong's words sent waves of shock through Wang Chong and Old Eagle, both of them showing expressions of extreme consternation.


In the Central Plains, the Sage Emperor was a supreme existence. The Emperor of Arabia's words were clearly the height of humiliation and disdain toward the Sage Emperor and the entire Central Plains.


For the sake of the Ferghana horses, Emperor Han of Wu had engaged in a long-distance war with the country of Dayuan1. If the words of the Emperor of Arabia were to leak out, it would provoke a large-scale and prolonged war between these two hegemons of the east and west.



______________
1. Dayuan was a country located in the Ferghana Valley. Its refusal to sell its horses to the Han Dynasty led to the War of Heavenly Horses, in which Emperor Wu of Han dispatched an army to besiege the capital of Dayuan. The nobles of Dayuan eventually executed their king and offered the Han as many horses as the Han desired.↩
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"Yuan Shusong, don't speak nonsense! How could the Emperor of Arabia say something like this? Can you really treat marketplace gossip as the truth? Do you know what sort of disaster would occur if these rumors got out?" Old Eagle harshly reproved.


Yuan Shusong froze. Knowing that he had spoken too rashly, he immediately shut his mouth.


"Enough! Old Eagle, what he says is true!" Wang Chong extended a hand and stopped Old Eagle.


All the sovereigns of all the countries bordering the Great Tang, no matter how much they internally loathed and insulted the Great Tang, would never dare to say such things before their assembled ministers.


Because such words would bring down a calamity.


And these words truly would cause an intense war between two countries, no laughing matter. But Wang Chong knew that the Emperor of Arabia really was someone who might say such words.


Unlike the other countries around the Great Tang, Arabia was extremely far from the Central Plains, with many li and many countries separating them. And Arabia was extremely expansionary. From the moment it had been founded, it had expanded in every direction, killing and conquering.


Arabia had not been able to possess such a large territory in a single generation because it had started with it, but because it had engaged in constant expansion. From this perspective, Wang Chong didn't find it strange at all for the Emperor of Arabia to say such words.


In truth, the Arabs were already stretching their claws to the Great Tang.


Hearing Wang Chong's words, Yuan Shusong raised his head and shot Wang Chong an excited glance. For some reason, this 'Young Marquis' seemed different from all the other nobles.


"Master Yuan, please, continue."


Wang Chong raised his hand and explained, "The Imperial Court currently requires a few people who understand Arabia, but people who have actually been to Arabia are few and far between, so there is naturally no one to ask questions to. Thus, we have a great need for Master to give us pertinent opinions, as this will be of great importance to us and the Imperial Court."


Wang Chong spoke with great solemnity. Although Wang Chong could be considered in this world as someone with some understanding of Arabia, he had still never been there. Whether in this world or the last, Wang Chong's understanding of Arabia originated from paper and the mouths of others.


He had never had any firsthand experience.


"This…" Seeing Wang Chong ask the question so seriously, Yuan Shusong hesitated for a few moments before finally giving his earnest opinion. "Since Lord Marquis has permitted this lowly person to speak, this lowly person will speak boldly. When this one was young and traveled through Arabia, he felt that Arabia would sooner or later become an enemy of my Great Tang. With their personality, they would eventually come to eye the Central Plains. In addition, the Arabs have muscular bodies and are raised on a diet of horse milk, goat milk, and dates, and there's also the hot and arid climate. Purely in terms of daring, they far surpass the Han of the Central Plains as natural warriors. Moreover, their customs nurture an appreciation for valor and courage, not purely battle. Thus… this lowly one feels that Arab warriors are even stronger than our Great Tang soldiers!"


The room was utterly silent.


Old Eagle didn't put much stock in these words. The people of the Great Tang were known throughout the world for their valor. Otherwise, they wouldn't have been able to suppress the surrounding barbarians, much less create the current golden age. And yet Yuan Shusong had personally been to Arabia, so his words could not be completely rejected.


As for Wang Chong, his heart sank like a stone.


Wang Chong had always known that the Arabs would not be easy to deal with, but Yuan Shusong's words still left him rather shocked. Yuan Shusong had probably gone to the Western Regions and seen the Anxi Protectorate army, but he had still made such claims. This could only mean that the Arab warriors were incredibly strong.


Yuan Shusong lowered his head and sternly said, "Lord Marquis, the disposition of the Arabs means that they will sooner or later be a great foe for the Great Tang. They absolutely cannot be underestimated!"


"Have you said these words to anyone else?" Wang Chong gravely asked.


"This lowly person once submitted a memorial with these words upon returning from my travels. Alas, the Chamberlain of Dependencies seized the memorial and imprisoned me for seven years."


With these words, Yuan Shusong gave a deep sigh.


Buzz!


Wang Chong and Old Eagle were both astonished.


"Those bastards! Do they still care for the rule of law!"


Old Eagle clenched his fists in rage. Neither of them had expected Yuan Shusong to have had this sort of experience.


"These fellows truly did go overboard."


Wang Chong's eyes had also widened. If Yuan Shusong had not made the claim, Wang Chong wouldn't have believed in it even if he were beaten to death. The Imperial Court had established the Chamberlain of Dependencies in order to receive the emissaries from the various countries and display the magnanimity of the Great Tang.


But in the present age, the Chamberlain of Dependencies was slowly forgetting its purpose, becoming a place that only wanted to get on the good side of the foreign emissaries and suppress the people from its own country.


Old Eagle turned to Wang Chong and said, "Lord Marquis, we really have to do something about this. The Chamberlain of Dependencies is growing more and more excessive with every passing day. If this continues, the Chamberlain of Dependencies will eventually become a place that solely serves foreigners."


Wang Chong said nothing. The matter of the Chamberlain of Dependencies was extremely complicated and could not be resolved with just a few words. This was because the Chamberlain of Dependencies was under the direct command of the Sage Emperor, but the Sage Emperor had neither the time nor energy to handle such a trifling concern.


Moreover, the true controller behind the Chamberlain of Dependencies was not the Sage Emperor, but King Qi. As long as King Qi was present, it would be no simple matter to topple the Chamberlain of Dependencies.


Yet it was also unacceptable to allow it to do as it pleased.


"There should be someone called Zheng Chenzhou in the Chamberlain of Dependencies, right? Think of a way to replace him," Wang Chong indifferently said.


"Lord Marquis is referring to the one from the Ü-Tsang First Prince incident?" Old Eagle inquired.




"Mm."


Wang Chong gave a cold nod, his expression exuding a domineering aura.


"It's about time that the Chamberlain of Dependencies was taught a lesson. Let that Zheng Chenzhou with his good relationship with the Tibetans be the first lesson."


In the past, Wang Chong truly wouldn't have been able to deal with any of the officials from the Chamberlain of Dependencies, but now, the Wang Clan was at its zenith of influence and status. Coupled with its relationship to King Song, it was now capable of altering the make-up of the court. Replacing a person like Zheng Chenzhou who had attempted to suppress him and had a good relationship with the Tibetans was truly as easy as flipping over his hand.


This was also a warning to the Chamberlain of Dependencies.


With just a few words, Wang Chong had decided the fate of an official of the Chamberlain of Dependencies, leaving Yuan Shusong stunned. He had gained a new understanding of this youth's power and status.


Wang Chong smiled at Yuan Shusong and voiced his true goal. "Master Yuan, I won't hide it from you. I'm currently planning to construct an academy to teach the languages of the Western Regions, Arabia, Charax Spasinu, Sindhu, Ü-Tsang, and all the other foreign countries, increasing our Great Tang's understanding of other countries. I'm prepared to support this academy for the long term with a large amount of capital, but this academy still lacks a teacher. Is Master interested?"


The kingdoms of the Western Regions all had different languages, and so in order to manage the western border, one needed talented personnel who could understand the languages of the Western Regions, including Arabia and Charax Spasinu.


And raising them himself was currently the best method.


"Can I treat Lord Marquis's words as the truth?"


Yuan Shusong immediately raised his head, his face brimming with happiness.


"Master's answer?" Wang Chong said.


"Most welcome, most welcome…"


Yuan Shusong was excited beyond belief. His lifelong dream had been to build a school so that he could teach foreign languages and increase the Great Tang's understanding of foreign countries, avoiding any miscommunications and disasters.


Unfortunately, in his many years in the capital, he had found no assistance, only contempt and ridicule. Downcast and dejected, Yuan Shusong had decided to leave the capital and set off for the Western Regions.


When Wei Guo and Wei Wu had found him, he had already finished packing his luggage.


Never had Yuan Shusong imagined that at his most dejected, his fortunes would take a sudden turn.


"Hahaha, Master, I'll leave everything in this field to you," Wang Chong said with a hearty chuckle. "Old Eagle, have this matter taken care of and get that school constructed as quickly as possible. In addition, tell Elder Hu and Elder Ye to pick a few talented and intelligent people from the clans and send them to the school to learn foreign languages."


With Master Yuan assisting him, Wang Chong's plan for the Western Regions had been given a great boost. With this critical individual joining his side, the greatest gap in his plan had been filled.


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


Old Eagle quickly left with Yuan Shusong.


Not long after Yuan Shusong and Old Eagle left, Wang Chong welcomed his final guest for the day.


"This lowly one, Yang Hongchang, pays respects to Lord Marquis," boomed the voice of a slightly plump merchant as he strode proudly in and bowed to Wang Chong. All ten of his fingers were decorated with agate rings, and his waist was adorned with a token made of jade and red coral.


"There's no need for courtesy. Rise," Wang Chong said with a slight raise of his hand. Unlike with Yuan Shusong, Wang Chong cut straight to the point with this middle-aged merchant.


"I hear that Sir is an excellent businessman with connections to the Hu merchants of the Silk Road. I have also heard that Sir once entered Arabia to sell porcelain and tea leaves?"


"Lord Marquis is too kind. The clan truly does engage in a little business and work with a few Hu merchants. But the Hu merchants are very anti-foreigner and are unwilling to trade with foreign merchants, so our business has never been very large, with only a few small business deals.


"As for Arabia and Charax Spasinu… in the early years, this one did not know the immensity of the heavens and earth, and lost no small amount of money. All that this one managed to gain was a little reputation," Yang Hongchang said.




"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded. The merchants from the Western Regions, Charax Spasinu, and Arabia were extremely xenophobic. The Yang lineage that Yang Hongchang belonged to was one of the few families in the Great Tang that did business on the Silk Road.


"There is a city on the Silk Road known as Talas. Has Sir Yang heard of it?"


"Talas?"


Yang Hongchang finally raised his head and looked at the Young Marquis, surprise evident on his face.


"Around seven hundred li west from the Anxi Protectorate headquarters is Talas. That is the territory of the Shí Kingdom of the Nine Tribes of Zhaowu1, and the lord of the city is called Sa'id. In this lowly person's younger years, this one had the fortune to meet him while trading in the Western Regions."



______________
1. The Nine Tribes of Zhaowu, 昭武九姓, appears to be the name the Chinese gave to the people that lived in the region of Sogdiana. The nine tribes were Kang, An, Cao, Shí, Mi, He, Huoxun, Wude, and Shǐ. Note that the two 'Shi' are tonally different.↩
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At Yang Hongchang's words, Wang Chong's eyes instantly brightened in surprise.


"Sa'id?"


This was the first time Wang Chong was hearing this name.


On the future battlefield between the Great Tang and the Abbasid Caliphate, in that clash between the two great empires of the east and west, several names played extremely critical roles that altered the course of the battle. And one of these names was that of the Lord of Talas.


Although Gao Xianzhi was a foreigner, he was also the Anxi Protector-General, the elite Great General holding down the empire's northwest, one of the Twin Walls of the Empire. His strength was indisputable.


Wang Chong had once researched his accomplishments. Gao Xianzhi's most unique trait was his preference for cavalry. Soldiers valued speed, and an army that could quickly march one thousand li would often appear in a place the enemy would not expect.


But even the wisest man would have a flaw in his plans. The greatest defeat in Gao Xianzhi's life resulted from his underestimating the opponent. In the limited time available to him, he was unable to occupy Talas first.


This made it so that his tactic of a surprise assault across a thousand li became a protracted siege. And the one in Talas who resisted the Anxi Protectorate army, and delayed and tired Gao Xianzhi, was the Lord of Talas.


One misstep would lead to several more. Gao Xianzhi was a master of raids, but siege battles were his natural weakness. In the final analysis, it was precisely the battle with the Lord of Talas that led to Gao Xianzhi and the Anxi Protectorate army's ultimate defeat. As a result, the Great Tang lost more than three million square kilometers of territory and the centuries of effort it had invested into the Western Regions.


Few people knew about the Lord of Talas, and this was the first time Wang Chong had learned of his name.


"In your interactions with Sa'id, what did you think of him as a person?"


Wang Chong's brows rose as he voiced this question.


"This person has a superb reputation in the Western Regions and great prestige. I heard of a certain incident related to him in the Western Regions. Sa'id was doing business with someone and promised him a certain batch of goods. But later on, the person he had made the promise to died from illness. When Sa'id learned of this, he began to investigate the man, spending two whole years until he found the man's family and delivered the goods to his widow and son. He even left some money for the bereaved family.


"Because of this incident, Talas and the nearby merchants have a great deal of trust in him. They know that he always keeps his promises."


Yang Hongchang paused for a moment and then moved on.


"But in my interactions with him, I learned that the Lord of Talas is far from as simple as he seems. His rule is extremely harsh, and anyone who defies the law is never treated lightly. The number of maids, servants and merchants who have been executed in Talas… is simply uncountable, so many people speak of him with both fear and respect.


"To take the Silk Road from the Great Tang to the Abbasid Caliphate requires crossing more than ten thousand li and many countries. As a result, many merchants choose to try and avoid any fees and taxes. But in Talas, all the Hu merchants turn in their taxes on time and without any prompting. No one dares to try avoiding the taxes. As a result, the area is very safe. This is extremely rare in a place as disorderly as the Western Regions."


Wang Chong said nothing, but his brow slowly creased.


The incident that Yang Hongchang had spoken of was certainly not good news for the Great Tang. A person like Sa'id would present a great disadvantage to the Great Tang in the upcoming war.


"Yang Hongchang, I want you to help me with something," Wang Chong suddenly said. "Are you willing?"


"Lord Marquis, please speak."


Yang Hongchang immediately bowed his head.


"I want you to take some people and enter Talas to help me watch the movements of the Abbasid Caliphate and Talas. No matter what happens, even if it’s the wind blowing the grass, I need you to promptly report it to me, especially if you see any strange movements amongst the Arabs," Wang Chong sternly said.


"This… Lord Marquis, we Han look different from the Hu and are very obvious in a crowd of Hu. It's easy for us to be noticed, and in that situation, I'm afraid that it will be very difficult for us to gather any news. Moreover, if someone notices us and grows suspicious, it might even be difficult to preserve our lives," Yang Hongchang said, a distressed look on his face.


"Haha, the Hu have seventy-two kingdoms, so not all of them can be of one mind. Since Han are more liable to rouse suspicion, just find a few Hu. Sir Yang, you've done business in the Western Regions for so many years, so you should at least be able to hire some Hu, right?" Wang Chong said with a hearty laugh.


"This, even if it's Hu, they might not be of one mind with us. And it's often the case where they take the money and don't do the work," Yang Hongchang said doubtfully.


Wang Chong only grinned. He did not argue any further with Yang Hongchang, only gave a sum.


"Ten thousand taels of gold!"



"This…"


"Twenty thousand taels of gold!"


"But…"


Wang Chong raised two fingers and said, "Add to that an additional twenty percent to your quota of tea leaves and the waiving of taxes when your Yang Clan embarks for the Western Regions."


"Lord Marquis is wise and brave. This lowly person would definitely do his utmost to oversee the Hu and have them work for the Great Tang to watch Talas and the Arabs. The slightest movement, this lowly one guarantees, will be reported to Lord Marquis at the first opportunity. However, this lowly person's clan has recently been going through difficulties. If Lord Marquis adds an additional twenty percent for porcelain, this lowly one would truly be eternally grateful," Yang Hongchang said with a face full of 'sincerity'.


Wang Chong inwardly smiled. Merchants valued profit, and as this was a business deal, Yang Hongchang was frankly confessing that he didn't want to work for free. The Silk Road was the Road of Gold, and what Hu merchants bought the most of in the capital was silk and tea ware.


But for the sake of administration, the Imperial Court had placed a limit on silk and tea. Every great clan had a certain quota that they could not trade beyond.


That Yang Hongchang wished to obtain an additional quota for tea leaves and porcelain was no surprise. An additional twenty percent of these products sold every month was nearly a thousand taels of gold, and with time, this would be an astonishing sum.


"Deal!" Wang Chong lightly said, shooting a glance at Yang Hongchang.


"If you do this matter well, then in the future, the Yang Clan's caravans on the Silk Road can receive the escort of the Imperial Court's soldiers. In addition, you probably know that I plan to build a city for my fief on the Silk Road."


"It is known!"


Although Yang Hongchang was doing his best to hide it, his bright eyes still gave away the excitement in his heart. Anyone who did business on the Silk Road knew of the city Wang Chong spoke of.


But the Yang Clan had too little power to compete with the truly wealthy and influential clans. Thus, Yang Hongchang had not dared to broach the subject, but how could he not possibly have any designs?


"If you do this task well, then I can leave a few plots of land in that city for you. In the future, no matter what you do there, your Yang Clan will be exempt from any taxes," Wang Chong said.


"Many thanks, Lord Marquis! Every member of the Yang Clan is willing to swear an oath of loyalty until death to the Lord Marquis! Even if this lowly person must dash his brains against the ground, he will definitely complete the Lord Marquis's mission in Talas!"


The ecstatic Yang Hongchang immediately kneeled to the ground.


Merchants cared about profit, and the enormous profits that Wang Chong promised would far surpass the profits from the Yang Clan's usual business on the Silk Road. In particular, the plots of land that Wang Chong had promised in his city of steel would nurture the Yang Clan for generations.


Just this alone would ensure the stability of the Yang Clan for centuries. Besides that, the backing of a powerful patron like the Wang Clan meant that ascendancy was close at hand.


Wang Chong smiled quietly at the kneeling Yang Hongchang.


'Know yourself and know your enemy, and you will never be defeated.' The city of steel needed to be constructed and the cement roads needed to be built, but the true enemies of the Great Tang, the Arabs far to the west of the Cong Mountains, also needed to be watched.


Yang Hongchang was the best candidate for this job, as no merchant of the Silk Road had a greater understanding of the Western Regions than him.


Yang Hongchang quickly left with his orders, accompanied by ten-some guards from the Wang Clan and a chest of gold. Yang Hongchang had full control over these guards and the gold.


At its highest level, war was a battle of strategy and intelligence. The side that received information first and had the more thorough and comprehensive strategy would be the ultimate winner.


But in this era, very few people shared Wang Chong's point of view.


It's about time I took a trip to Wushang.


Wang Chong raised his head as this thought flitted through his mind.


A few days ago, Wang Chong had received a letter from Li Siye informing him that his plan in Wushang was proceeding far less smoothly than he had imagined. The Wushang of this life was even fiercer and bolder than it had been in his last life, even more unwilling to be tamed.


Even future Invincible Great General Li Siye had run into an obstacle. It had to be said that Wang Chong had been greatly surprised at this news.


In the end, he still had to personally subdue the world's future number-one cavalry force!


"Hyah!"


Five days later, Wang Chong set out from the capital with his forces, off to Wushang on the distant Silk Road to the northwest. The wheels of history were rolling forward, and Wang Chong was finally heading off to confront the strongest, fiercest, bravest, and also most unruly subordinates he had ever encountered in his entire life.


……


In the northwest of the Great Tang, to the south of Qixi and the west of Longxi was a range of mountains. Mountains soared into the sky and the terrain was steep. The slightest lack of care might lead one to step into a deep abyss and have one's body shattered into pieces at the bottom. Moreover, these mountains were occasionally inundated in a white and befuddling fog that obscured vision and made it easy to get lost.


In addition, this was a barren land with no gold or silver, no treasures or jewels, and no roads. As a result, even the bandits of the Silk Road didn't venture very far into these mountains.


This place seemed to be forgotten by the world. Nobody knew of it and nobody asked about it.


This place was Wushang.


"Milord, these wicked people are too brash. It's fine if they refuse to be conscripted, but they even stole the token the Lord Marquis gave Milord! This is a complete disregard for law! In this subordinate's view, we should mobilize the army and completely exterminate them."


On a barren mountain slope, a fully-armored and burly officer stood next to Li Siye, looking out to the drifting fog with a face full of fury.


"That's right! They don't listen to orders, and they even injured Du Wu and Luo Zhuan! They're far too out of line!"


A deputy general standing on Li Siye's right hand side angrily fumed. As he spoke, he glanced behind him to the figures lying on the ground. It was precisely the comrades that had traveled with them to Wushang.


This remote and mountainous land was covered in shabby houses. That they were willing to cross this rugged terrain to recruit them as soldiers was already a favor to these people, but not only had these people refused to obey, they had even dared to attack them.


If it weren't for Li Siye's astonishing strength stopping these people, their comrades might have already been abducted!
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Awooo!


Cries that seemed both apish and human came out of the white fog. The cries were brief and were clearly intended as a harsh warning.


"It's the Wushang!"


The howls caused Li Siye's subordinates to pale.


"They're about to move!" a subordinate officer said.


"Get ready. No matter what, we can't leave this place!"


Li Siye stood by the edge of the cliff, his gaze fixed on the distance and his expression firm. The Wushang had attacked many times over the last few days, but Li Siye had continued to occupy this cliff with no intent of withdrawing.


A true man kept to his word, and he had already promised the young master, so no matter what difficulties he encountered, no matter how difficult the mission was to accomplish, he would never retreat.


Awooo!


The howls coming from the fog were coming at a faster and faster tempo and seemed to be getting fiercer and fiercer. The fog roiled and gusts of winds could be heard from all around. The Wushang were finally beginning their operation.


As the cries echoed in his ear, the composed Li Siye took a few steps forward.


………


By the time Wang Chong arrived with his forces in the vicinity of Wushang, more than half a month had passed since his departure from the capital.


Standing atop a lush hill, Wang Chong held his hands behind his back and asked, "How is it? Is there any news from General Li?"


"No, we've heard nothing from General Li since his last letter, not even a single signal. And the mountain range here is vast, so we've not been able to get in touch with him," a voice said.



"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded, no change in expression on his face. Li Siye was the future Invincible Great General. Whether or not his mission was proceeding smoothly, Wang Chong was confident that his strength would mean that he would never encounter any problems.


Wang Chong thought quietly for a few moments and turned to the soaring peaks in front of him, those mountains that were clearly several times higher than the surrounding hills. This mountain range was like a series of waves on the sea, stretching into the distance.


At the sight of these mountains, anyone would feel an ancient and desolate aura, as if time had forgotten about this place, and they would instinctively want to flee. And yet Wang Chong's eyes held affection for these lofty peaks.


I've finally returned.


As Wang Chong looked ahead, he gave an emotional sigh.


This was not Wang Chong's first time seeing these mountains, but it was his first time seeing them before the calamity. It looked completely different from that shattered and ruined landscape he recalled.


This is Wushang before it was destroyed. How beautiful! Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


He had been standing in front of these mountains for many hours now. In Wang Chong's eyes, even seeing these apparently monotone mountains a thousand times would not be enough. Because these barren mountains that not even bandits were willing to venture into happened to be the breeding ground for the future hope of the Great Tang:


The Wushang Cavalry!


The strongest force in the world!


In that apocalyptic world where the stars of generals had begun to fade, this crack force of five thousand cavalry had carried the hopes and dreams of many people, and they had been the strongest soldiers under Wang Chong's command, the pillar that supported his army.


If he wanted to change the world, he needed an extremely well-trained and powerful army that could sweep away everything before it. The Annan Protectorate army could not reach this level, and the elite experts that Wang Chong had recruited from the great clans also could not reach this level. Not even Gao Xianzhi's thirty thousand elites of Anxi, hailed as the best troops of the Great Tang, could reach his standard.


And the army Wang Chong most desired just so happened to be sequestered amidst these towering mountains.


No other place in the world could give Wang Chong this sort of feeling.


"Is everything ready?" Wang Chong said suddenly, turning his head.


Behind him, Gao Feng and Nie Yan deferentially answered, "Lord Marquis, everything is ready."


For this expedition, Wang Chong had not brought many people with him, just these two and ten-some elites who had survived the war of the southwest. These were all experts who had experienced battles of life or death and were extremely loyal to Wang Chong.


Although they arose from different clans, in their hearts, Wang Chong held a higher status than even their clan patriarchs.


"Let's go!"


Wang Chong nodded and gave a wave of his hand, ordering his forces to set off.


Departing from the summit of that verdant hill, Wang Chong did not lead his forces straight to those precipitous mountains. Instead, he circled around them, heading toward the northwest.


If one followed the Silk Road from the capital in the direction of Anxi, the lands would grow more barren and remote the farther west one went. Of all the sections of the road, Wushang was the most barren and remote. That not even bandits were willing to enter this place was a testament to this fact.


As he gazed at the peaks that thrust into the clouds, even Wang Chong had to admit that climbing those dangerous mountains was no easy task. Even he would find it very difficult to enter the heart of the mountain range, the Wushang village, by directly crossing the mountains.


However, Wang Chong also knew that though most of this mountain range was dangerous and steep, with the ever-present risk of dropping into a deep abyss, there was a place in this mountain range that was safer and less steep, a small path of sorts.


Entering the Wushang village from there would be much easier.


Around an hour later, in a place ten-some li from their starting point, Wang Chong looked forward. The sunlight seeped through the clouds, falling between two towering peaks, revealing a long and narrow, almost unnoticeable 'thin strip of sky1'.




"This is the place!"


This 'thin strip of sky' was several dozen meters tall and four feet wide, making it almost undetectable from a distance. Anyone except Wang Chong would have never noticed it.


"How did Lord Marquis know of this place?"


Gao Feng and Nie Yan looked at each other in surprise.


From the moment they had left the capital, they had kept very close to Wang Chong. They could guarantee that Wang Chong had not come to scout this area beforehand, but for some reason, he seemed to know the place like the back of his hand.


"Follow close behind me, and don't get lost," Wang Chong said, paying no attention to Gao Feng and Nie Yan. "This place is extremely dangerous, and if you drop from the mountain, at your level of cultivation, the drop of several hundred zhang will shatter your bones."


Neither experts of the True Martial realm nor those of the Profound Martial realm had the ability to fly through the air, so the only outcome that awaited them in a drop from these heights was death. This was also the reason the bandits on the road to the west were not willing to set up their bases here.


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


Without another word, Wang Chong bent down and entered that 'thin strip of sky'.


As one ventured further into the path, the steep mountains towered on both sides, and the stones forming the path were so sharp that they stabbed into the soles. Awooo! A howl came from the distance, echoing through the mountains.


"Lord Marquis!"


Gao Feng and Nie Yan paled, and they unsheathed their swords with vigilant expressions.


"There's no need to be nervous—it's the Wushang. Let them be; they still haven't discovered us yet."


Wang Chong smiled and had Gao Feng and Nie Yan sheathe their swords. Although the Wushang were cut off from the world, the roads to the west were still crawling with bandits. The Wushang lived nearby, so they were very wary and vigilant.


The Wushang were extremely wary of outsiders.


They really haven't changed at all!


The distant cries caused a faint smile to appear on Wang Chong's lips and a warm feeling to surge through his heart.


Before they were formally made into soldiers and trained, the Wushang had maintained their primitive traditions. This primal and steep geography had trained the Wushang into the most agile of people. They shuttled through the mountains like apes and used these short and sharp cries to communicate with each other.


Wang Chong had tested their speeds once, and the most formidable Wushang villager could even outrun a warhorse!


I'm finding myself filled with more and more anticipation!


Wang Chong's eyes shone, a hint of excitement in his eyes.


"Let's go."


When they emerged from the thin strip of sky, the terrain was rather low, but as they traveled, it grew higher and higher, steeper and steeper, the road more and more difficult to traverse. At some point, a white fog suddenly began to billow around them.


"Milord, be careful!"


"This fog is strange!"


Gao Feng and Nie Yan widened their eyes, instinctively sensing danger. It was still daytime, and when their party had entered the mountains, the sun had been right over their heads. For this kind of fog to appear on such a clear day was far too strange.


This coupled with the howls from before made all of them very uneasy.


"Haha, there's no need to be nervous. There are a few springs beneath this mountain, rather large ones. The temperature of these springs is rather high, resulting in this fog. There's nothing strange about it."


Wang Chong gave a faint smile, a confident look on his face. This confidence influenced the rest of the party, making all of them relax.


Wushang were courageous and pugnacious, filled with hostility toward outsiders.


And the place they lived in was also full of dangers. The first line of defense was the steep mountains, where the slightest misstep would lead to a long fall and shattered bodies. The thick fog was the second line of defense. In his last life, when the Wushang killed many of the invaders, many people had wanted to recruit them, but the majority of them had been defeated.


Many of them had failed to even get past the first line of defense, much less the second.


Wang Chong had been the only one to succeed.


Unlike the others, Wang Chong never panicked, not when he encountered those Wushang people flitting across the mountains or that thick fog. He had even been able to determine the true source of the fog when he saw a spring bubbling out of the earth.


"Extend your sheaths and grab on to the sheath of the person behind you. Stay together and follow me! This fog will disperse in around fifteen minutes and isn't dangerous in itself. The true danger is the ravines and abysses being shrouded by the fog. If you're not careful and fall, even I won't be able to save you," Wang Chong indifferently said.


Gao Feng and Nie Yan glanced at each other and didn't dare to say any more. The group made a line and followed behind Wang Chong, quickly disappearing into the thick fog.


______________
1. A thin strip of sky, as the name describes, refers to when there is a thin gap between mountains such that one can see the sky between them.↩
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The white fog was thick and deep. Occasionally, someone's foot would knock a stone over a cliff. The long pause until the sound of its impact could be heard left all the members of the party shocked. Only Wang Chong remained unperturbed, confidently leading the way as though this was his own home.


Gao Feng and Nie Yan closely followed behind Wang Chong, growing increasingly astonished all the while. This fog was so thick that it was impossible to see which direction was which or make out any kind of object. Yet Wang Chong was not panicked in the slightest.


It was like he always knew where he was going, without even needing to see his feet.


After some time, the fog around them began to fade. Gao Feng and Nie Yan inwardly rejoiced, as they knew that they were about to leave the bounds of the fog.


"Hmph, none of them are working, and yet they send me to dig. Are they not afraid that I'll get captured?"


The grumbling voice of a girl came out of the dispersing fog, coupled with the sound of someone kicking stones.


"Lord Marquis, this is?"


The party members turned to Wang Chong.


"Don't say anything, just follow."


At the sound of this familiar voice, the smile on Wang Chong's face only widened. Stepping on the fine and sharp mountain rocks, he walked toward the sound. The grumbling voice of the girl grew louder and louder, clearer and clearer.


"Digging every day, digging when the sun is up, digging when the moon is up!


"Stupid hoe! Stupid hoe!


"Oh no! This a problem—the hoe handle broke.


"Uh-oh, I can't let Grandpa or the others know. Stupid, stupid Grandpa…"


……


The prattling girl's voice grew closer and closer, and by now, even the ten-some subordinates Wang Chong had brought with him for this excursion could hear it. Their expressions were odd, both suspicious and curious.


Wang Chong paid no attention to the looks on the faces of his subordinates. By following that voice, it took only a few moments for Wang Chong to see a girl of eight or nine years old, her hair tied into two braids, a bamboo herb basket larger than her body on her back. She was sitting on a large and barren stone, next to which a massive pine tree grew.


The girl had her back to Wang Chong, so Wang Chong couldn't see what she looked like, but he could hear loud and clear that her mutterings were brimming with discontent.


Crack!


As he watched, the sound of a breaking stone came from behind him. The girl, who had been just kicking her legs out as she sat under the pine tree, jumped up in fright at the sound. She immediately slid down the rock and looked behind her.


At this moment, Wang Chong finally caught sight of her face. This little girl who seemed to be carved from jade was rather different from the girl in his memories, though there was still some of that girl's likeness present.


The girl was carrying that big basket on her back, one of her hands holding a broken wooden handle while the other hand gripped half of an herb hoe. While she had been complaining, she probably broke it in her carelessness.


"Ah!"


The girl's face was filled with fear as she saw Wang Chong and that group of strangers behind him. She ran off, hollering as she went.


"Uncle Qi, Uncle Jiu, it's bad! Bad people have come in!"


The girl's age belied her agility and speed as she screamed. The moment her two feet hit the ground, she immediately lunged off the rock, her body flying over the ground. With a single leap, she had covered six or seven zhang, and then she was off through the mountains like a civet cat.


When she next appeared, she was already twenty or thirty zhang away.


And all this had happened in the blink of an eye.


"This… is this girl a human or a ghost?"


"She looks to be only eight or nine. How can she be so fast?"


……


Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the other elite soldiers behind Wang Chong were dumbfounded. The speed and dexterity this girl displayed were at least at the True Martial realm, and yet she was not even in her teens!


The girl and her large basket were on the verge of vanishing. But Wang Chong was in no rush, not heading off in pursuit. He only asked a question.


"Xiaoyan, why are you running?"


Buzz!


At these words, the dexterous form of the girl rapidly fading into the distance suddenly trembled as if it had been struck by lightning. Her body seemed to almost impossibly come to a sudden stop.


"Are you calling me?"


The girl peeked out from behind a rock, looking in disbelief at Wang Chong.


Wang Chong nodded and smiled.


"What did you call me just now?"


The girl's face was filled with surprise.


"Are you not called Xiaoyan?" Wang Chong said.


"How did you know my name?"


The girl's eyes went wide, and she no longer seemed intent on running. Standing around twenty zhang away next to a pile of rocks, she stared at Wang Chong. Her round eyes carefully sized up Wang Chong and his followers.


She had never encountered a situation like this. These were all strangers that she had never seen before, and yet they actually knew her name.


"I don't just know that your name is Xiaoyan. I also know that you have a pet called Luoluo, a red fox with snow-white claws."


Wang Chong smiled and seated himself down on the rock that the girl had just recently vacated.


"Impossible!"


The girl's eyes opened even wider. She threw off the large basket and sat down on the pile of rocks. At this moment, her curiosity toward Wang Chong had suppressed everything, including her fear.


She was secretly raising a white-clawed fox, and only the people in the village knew of this, but not even the people in the village knew that this fox was called Luoluo. Just how did this stranger know?


"How did you know about my Luoluo?"


The girl's eyes twinkled, completely captivated by this stranger.


She truly didn't change one bit.


Wang Chong inwardly smiled. She was just as curious as he remembered.


"Didn't your grandfather ask you to gather herbs? Have you gathered them?" Wang Chong asked, changing the subject.


"Hmph, a bunch of baddies! They only know how to bully me. There's only rocks here! Where am I going to dig up wujian grass?" The moment Wang Chong mentioned it, the girl remembered her task today and started to fume, her foot lashing out at a nearby rock.


This casual kick sent that rock that was about the size of a human head sixty or seventy zhang. This sight caused the eyes of Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the ten-some other guards to widen in shock.


This little girl had an astounding strength.


"You need wujian grass? That's not easy to find. Feng Mu, bring it over."


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


With this voice, a tall and muscular guard appeared, dragging a large chest behind him.


"Open it."


Wang Chong raised a hand, ordering the guard to open the box. In an instant, a box stuffed with herbs appeared before everyone's eyes.


"Wujian grass!"


The girl's eyes shone at the sight of the box. She lunged over, completely forgetting that Wang Chong and his followers weren't from the village.


"Wow! Wujian grass! It really is wujian grass! How did you know that I needed to gather wujian grass? Haha, this is great! With this much wujian grass, I won't need to leave the house for the next three months."


The girl excitedly snatched two handfuls of wujian grass and gave a laugh that sounded like the ringing of silver bells.


Wang Chong couldn't help but smile as well.


Before the calamity, Wushang Village was actually very xenophobic. The surprise failure of Li Siye's recruitment operation made Wang Chong remember this and realize that this operation would not proceed as he easily as he had imagined.


The stronger the faction, the harder it was for them to submit to someone else. If the Wushang were that easy to subdue, the otherworldly invaders wouldn't have suffered so many casualties, and the fifty or sixty thousand Wushang wouldn't have dwindled to not even one-tenth that number.


But there was no soil in the world that was not ruled by someone. Since the Wushang still lived on the Central Plains, they had to accept the mobilization orders from the Imperial Court. As long as the method was appropriate, it wasn't impossible to recruit the Wushang.


The girl called Fang Xiaoyan before him was crucial to this effort.


The Wushang were so xenophobic that they would immediately attack strangers without even asking why they had come. Many people ended up failing at only this first stage.


But Wang Chong knew that there was a pivotal character in Wushang Village that one could use to gain the good graces and acknowledgment of the Wushang, and this character was Fang Xiaoyan.


Wang Chong had chosen to enter through the thin strip of sky not merely because the terrain there was easier to traverse, but also because he knew that Fang Xiaoyan would be gathering herbs there.


Wang Chong chuckled and said, "I'll give this wujian grass to you.


"Oh, that's right, can you bring me to see your grandfather?"


"You know my grandpa?"


The girl tilted her head, he brow furrowing in shock.


"I don't."


Wang Chong shook his head.


The girl raised her head and said, "Then I can't bring you in. My grandpa said to me that I'm not allowed to bring strangers into the village."


"Although I don't know your grandfather, I have a friend with your grandfather. Can you take me to see him?"


Wang Chong smiled and rubbed her head.


A doubtful look appeared in her eyes, but she quickly squinted in comfort, apparently enjoying the feeling of her head being rubbed.


"Friend… Grandpa… friend is where Grandpa is… Grandpa's friend! Then you're Grandpa's friend! No wonder you know so much, even about my Luoluo." The girl suddenly seemed to understand something, her eyes opening wide as she grinned.


"If you're Grandpa's friend, then there's no problem at all. Let's go! I'll take you to see Grandpa."


As the girl spoke, she lifted the iron chest and placed it on her shoulder like it weighed nothing. Turning, she began to walk away, leaving Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the others to look on in astonishment.
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Gao Feng and Nie Yan walked up to Wang Chong and whispered, "Lord Marquis, just what is the background of this girl? How can she be so formidable?"


"That's right! Although the wujian grass in the chest isn't heavy, the chest itself is. How can she be so strong?"


"Haha, this is Wushang Village. You just need to get used to it."


Wang Chong grinned, got up, and began to follow the girl. From ahead came the girl's faint voice.


"Hurry up!"


The girl's speed was much faster than they had imagined.


As the group proceeded farther in, the terrain grew steeper and harder to traverse. Yet the girl leading the way continued to almost fly across the path, not slowed in the slightest.


As the rest of the group watched from the back, they felt that the girl navigated the rocks as agilely and nimbly as a civet cat.


Gao Feng and the others were growing more and more astonished. At the start, none of them had thought much about Wang Chong's decision to make Wushang his fief and build a city there, but now, none of them dared to believe that the decision was made so simply.


No wonder Young Master chose to build a city here. It's probably for this Wushang Village, Gao Feng mentally speculated. As he followed Wang Chong, he gradually began to understand that every one of Wang Chong's decisions was never as simple as it seemed.


A girl of only eight or nine already possessed such shocking talent. Whether in speed or dexterity, she already far exceeded the rest of the party, and even Gao Feng and Nie Yan felt like they wouldn't be able to keep up with her. One could easily imagine how powerful the rest of the people in Wushang Village were.


Gao Feng and Nie Yan were finding this Wushang Village to be more and more curious.


As they followed the girl, they gradually began to hear more and more noise.


"Who goes there? You dare intrude on our Wushang Village!"


A thunderous voice suddenly rose from a distant peak. As the voice was still echoing in the air, there was a rush of wind. Before anyone could react, a boulder was suddenly tossed toward Wang Chong from a mountain several hundred zhang away.


In a flash, that boulder was falling over Wang Chong's head. At this moment, everyone could clearly make out that this boulder was longer than a zhang and a half in diameter and weighed at least two thousand jin.


If such a massive boulder crashed down, even steel would crumple, much less a body of flesh and blood.


Buzz!


At this sight, Wang Chong couldn't help but mentally smile. Without a movement from him, a wave of energy rolled out and stopped the rock while it was still one zhang away, freezing it in mid-air.


For a moment, everything was quiet, and even the distant mountains were silent. Everyone looked at that massive boulder and Wang Chong in shock.


Even the little girl turned her head and looked at him with mouth agape.


The girl suddenly turned toward the distant mountains and bellowed in anger, "Uncle Jiu, you big dummy, why are you hitting my friend?"


"What friend? Xiaoyan, they aren't people from the village. You've been tricked!"


An extremely vexed and furious voice came from a distant cliff. He seemed even angrier than the girl.


"'Friend', I don't know who you are or what you came for, but you should quickly go back, while you still have time."


"Uncle Jiu! Why can't I talk sense into you!" The girl put a hand on her waist and continued her tirade, her eyes spitting fire. "I said that he's my friend, and he even has a friend with Grandpa. They even gave me wujian grass and knew that my fox is called Luoluo. Stop making trouble and let them by!"


"Luoluo?"


The voice seemed to pause and then dwindle away. From a distance, one could hear muttered words.


"How did these fellows know? Could they really be friends that the chief made on the outside?"


Not many people in Wushang Village knew that this girl's fox was called Luoluo, but Uncle Jiu happened to be one of them. It was impossible for anyone who wasn't part of the village to know of the name 'Luoluo'.


Wang Chong silently smiled, calmly watching as the girl talked with her clansman.


She was already like this when she was young; no wonder she grew up to have such a violent temperament.


In the distance, the person that the girl called Uncle Jiu finally made a choice.


"Since you know of Luoluo, then you at least aren't bad people. Forget it; I'll let you in."


With these words, a figure suddenly emerged from the smooth face of the cliff from a hidden crevice.


Thwishthwish. That person climbed over the smooth cliff like an ape, spanning ten-some zhang with every leap. The several-hundred-zhang-tall cliff was like flat land to him, not hindering him in the slightest. In the blink of an eye, he had vanished.


"!!!"


Gao Feng and the other ten-some guards were all flabbergasted.


Not even Profound Martial experts were this agile.


"I can't believe it! How can this impoverished and remote village have experts like this! How were they trained?"


Gao Feng and the others wouldn't have believed such a place existed even if they were beaten to death, but they had seen it with their own eyes.


"Get used to it. These people aren't even the best experts of Wushang. And besides, the entire village knows how to climb cliffs and mountains, treating them like flat land."


Wang Chong's face was calm. The Wushang were his future subordinates, so how could he not be clear of their capabilities?


The things that Gao Feng and Nie Yan had witnessed were their most ordinary abilities. Without even abilities like this, the Wushang would have never been known as the world's strongest cavalry.


Awooo!


While they were talking, cries that seemed both ape-like and human came from the distance. In the blink of an eye, the deserted mountains were suddenly filled with ape-like figures emerging from their hiding spots and climbing away over the cliffs.


With these strange cries, more and more people emerged before the group and then vanished into the mountains.


Wang Chong's followers could only watch in stupefaction. The place that Wang Chong had led them to had completely surpassed their imaginations.


"Follow!" Wang Chong ordered them, and quickly followed the girl.


The girl's mind was not as occupied with such complicated thoughts. While the group had been dumbstruck, she had already run one-hundred-some zhang.


If it weren't for that large iron chest serving as a constant waypoint, they might have already lost sight of the girl.


As if retracing his steps through an old home, Wang Chong was in a most relaxed mood. This place gave him a very familiar feeling, but it was also a little different.


Uncle Jiu is probably Fang Xiaoyan's uncle, Fang Jiuqiu. I heard from Fang Xiaoyan many times that this uncle spoiled her the most. Alas, in that calamity…


This time, I might as well bring him and Fang Xiaoyan with me. This way, the matter from later can be avoided and one of Xiaoyan's dreams can be fulfilled.


Wang Chong's steps did not slow as he thought, and he kept close behind Fang Xiaoyan.


Whether it was in clothes or demeanor, Wang Chong's group stuck out like a sore thumb in Wushang Village. As a result, an endless stream of people emerged to intercept them.


At times like these, Fang Xiaoyan's influence and status in Wushang Village revealed itself. No matter who appeared, Fang Xiaoyan would continue to use one hand to hold the large chest on her shoulder and stick the other hand on her waist while she berated them. Through sheer force of will, she scolded the would-be interceptors and smoothly delivered Wang Chong's group toward the center of Wushang Village.


More and more Wushang began to appear, all of them rushing about with astonishing speed and dexterity.


"Look over there!"


While still some distance from the village, a guard suddenly noticed something and gestured into the distance. Following his gaze, the group saw that on a several-hundred-zhang cliff to the right of the road, a bare-chested twenty- or thirty-year-old villager was currently sweating as he trained.


This villager and his fellows each wielded a massive rock in one hand, exhaling and shouting as they trained. Those rocks were all craggy and weighed at least one thousand jin, but these Wushang villagers seemed to wield them as if they weighed nothing. Raise, withdraw, raise, withdraw… the massive stones were as steady as Mount Tai in their hands, not even trembling.


Each of these people used this unique method to train their bodies, and some of the stronger villagers were using rocks that weighed two or three thousand jin, constantly raising them and putting them down, up and down, up and down…


"These fellows… just where did they come from!"


"Not even in the great clans would someone dare to use such a method to train!"


……


The guards behind Wang Chong were once more stunned.


The training methods of the Wushang would truly make the training methods used by many of the Great Tang's famed military clans blush with shame, and the toughness of this training definitely surpassed that of many of the capital's great clans.


Even these elites who had participated in the war of the southwest and been refined on a battlefield of hundreds of thousands were left speechless.


Wang Chong only gave a slight nod of recognition, not at all surprised.


People were raised according to their environment, and the barren and steep mountains where the Wushang resided were a harsh environment indeed. In these circumstances, training according to local needs was the best choice. Whether it was their ability to traverse cliffs like flat land or their use of rocks weighing several thousand jin to train and hone their strength, it was all the result of their environment.


Living in this sort of environment year in and year out, it was not unusual to end up defeated by the environment, but if one adapted to it, grew comfortable in it… It wasn't strange at all for the Wushang to be such powerful, agile and swift warriors.
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Wushang was cut off from the outside world and the villagers were extremely united. In the army, these qualities would make for very loyal and obedient subordinates, and on the battlefield, they would be soldiers who could silently work together and cooperate.


Five thousand Wushang Cavalry had come and gone like the wind, and they were fierce in battle, their strength far surpassing the strength of any other soldiers, including the Turkic armored cavalry and the Tibetan highland steeds. Moreover, they worked together as a cohesive whole. If one added to their abilities Wang Chong's attainments in the art of war, one could easily imagine the might they could display on the battlefield.


What Wang Chong wanted the most was to obtain this kind of strength.


The calamity had still not arrived, so he still had this chance.


While Wang Chong was occupied with his thoughts, the girl up ahead suddenly spoke. "We're here! The village is just up ahead! I still need to give the wujian grass to Uncle Shisan, so I can only bring you here."


With these words, she turned back around and charged forward. A group of Wushang villagers had gathered there, and a young man who appeared to be their leader was currently speaking with them.


The girl walked over and began to speak to that leader youth while pointing at Wang Chong's group. The youth turned to glance at Wang Chong, a harsh light in his eyes, but he quickly turned his head back around and nodded, apparently agreeing with the girl over something.


"Haha, Brother Qi, then I'll leave everything to you. I'm going first!"


With an excited shout, the girl waved at Wang Chong's group and then turned in another direction and charged off with the large chest. In a few moments, she had vanished amongst the rocks.


"Get ready. We might have to fight soon!" Wang Chong suddenly said.


"Eh?!"


"But didn't that girl say that she had finished delivering us?"


Gao Feng and Nie Yan were both flabbergasted. On the way here, they had grown used to the girl opening the path for them, blocking all the potential interceptors. How was it that the moment she left, they immediately had to get ready for combat?


"Don't worry so much. Just do as I say," Wang Chong lightly said. With a wave of his sleeve and a faint smile, he began to walk toward the plaza paved with square stones, toward the group of Wushang youths. The journey to Wushang could be considered to have reached its destination.


Wang Chong also knew that the excuse he had given the girl and his chest full of wujian grass had also lost their effectiveness. Moreover, he had run into that particularly observant fellow.


On the other side, the youth that the girl had called Brother Qi walked over.


In contrast to when he was speaking to the girl, Brother Qi now had a much harsher and colder expression.


"Surround them!"


The first thing Brother Qi did was wave his hand and have Wang Chong's group surrounded. Whoosh! The group of youths at his side suddenly leaped into the air. In an instant, they had completely encircled Wang Chong, Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the other ten-some guards Wang Chong had brought from the capital.


"Careful!"


Clangclangclang! With a flash of cold steel, Gao Feng, Nie Yan and the other guards quickly surrounded Wang Chong.


'Brother Qi' glanced at the weapons in the hands of Gao Feng and the others, his eyes filled with contempt.


"Uncle Jiu and the others said there were outsiders. They were probably talking about you! The chief's friends… hmph, this excuse can only fool Xiaoyan! We've captured a few outsiders recently, so you probably came because of them."


Brother Qi's gaze was extremely sharp, and in a glance, he had seen into the hearts of Wang Chong's group. His words immediately made Gao Feng and Nie Yan pale.


"Hmph, as expected, I'm right. Put down your weapons and wait to be captured, and I might still let you survive. Otherwise, kill them all!"


These last words were spoken to his fellow Wushang villagers.


"You would dare!"


"Do you know not know who our young master is?"


"To dare attack an appointed official of the Imperial Court, this is a capital crime!"


……


Before Wang Chong could say anything, Gao Feng and Nie Yan had already reached their breaking point, with the other guards also showing expressions of rage. Wang Chong was the descendant of ministers and generals, the Young Marquis whose title had been personally conferred by the Sage Emperor. Everyone in the world knew that he was the Son of Heaven's disciple, his status most revered.


That these people would dare try and kill a noble of the court with barely a word was a naked contempt for the laws of the land.


"Hmph, I don't know anything about some Imperial Court. I only know that this is our Wushang Village and you're intruders. You even brought in weapons, so you must be killed!"


As Brother Qi spoke, his eyes turned even colder. He waved his hand, and then with a gust of wind, those bare-chested villagers who had been training on the nearby cliffs began to rush toward the plaza.


They moved with such speed that it took them only a blink of an eye to add to the numbers surrounding Wang Chong's group.


The faces of Gao Feng and the others went cold while their hearts fumed. With this array of forces, it seemed like the villagers really were intent on attacking. If they had not seen it with their own eyes, they would have never dared to believe that there was any faction in the Central Plains that was so brash and untamed that it would completely disregard the laws and majesty of the Imperial Court.


"That's enough!"


Just when Gao Feng and Nie Yan were ready to strike, Wang Chong extended a palm and stopped them.


"Let me handle this matter."


It was widely acknowledged in his last life that the Wushang were an unyielding and forthright people. A wild stallion would never be easy to tame, and this was even more true for the Wushang.


Although Gao Feng and Nie Yan found this hard to accept, for Wang Chong, this was the true appearance of the Wushang.


"Qin Qicheng, you really haven't changed one bit!"


Wang Chong smiled, and his first words immediately caused the expression of 'Brother Qi' to shift.


"Just who are you? How do you know my name?"


Qin Qicheng's pupils constricted, his face turning grim.


Wang Chong chuckled and said, "Haha, not only do I know that you're called Qin Qicheng, I even know that you often break the rules of the village and sneak out into the outside world."


"Speaking nonsense!"


Qin Qicheng instantly paled, the corners of his eyes beginning to twitch. It appeared as if his deepest secrets had been revealed.


"Brothers, seize them!"


Before anyone else could strike, Qin Qicheng pressed his body against the ground and began to shoot forward like a snake. Buzz! Metal began to clatter as a halo emerged from his body. In an instant, he was engulfed in a thick smoke that wrapped around his body and blocked Wang Chong's vision.


Swishswishswish!


In a flash, a pitch-black palm thrust out of the smoke, dragging countless afterimages behind it. Although it was just a hand of flesh and blood, the five fingers gave off a metallic shriek as the palm thrust through the air, and it seemed like those slender fingers were disgorging a sword that was more than a foot long.


Wang Chong had no doubt that even steel would end up with five new holes if it were stabbed by these fingers.


The Halo of Mists!


The Gloom Hand!


At a glance, Wang Chong had recognized these as two high-class techniques of Wushang Village. The Halo of Mists could obscure the vision of opponents but had no effect on the user's sight. On the contrary, it would make them faster and more agile.


Meanwhile, the Gloom Hand needed to be used with the Halo of Mists. When it was used, one's entire hand would turn as black as ink and as sharp as a sword.


With the black mists obscuring the opponent's vision, it would be easy to give a swift and fatal strike.


Many of Wushang Village's would-be invaders ended up dying to this combination of techniques. But to Wang Chong, these moves were like the games of a child.


Bang!


With just one kick, Qin Qicheng was sent flying into the air. Boom! He smashed into the ground seven or eight zhang away, the impact sending debris flying.


Bzzt! For a moment, everything was quiet. All the Wushang stared at the domineering figure of Wang Chong with deep shock in their eyes.


Although Qin Qicheng wasn't the strongest or most formidable person in Wushang Village, amongst his peers, he was definitely one of the more formidable experts. Moreover, it wasn't like the combination of the Halo of Mists and the Gloom Hand never came away empty-handed, but it had never been like this, where someone had broken it with a single move.


The majority of people would end up being heavily injured or captured before even seeing through the flaws and strengths of this combination.


"Where did Xiaoyan find these people?"


"The Halo of Mists and the Gloom Hand aren't that easily seen through. This boy is strange."


"Everyone be careful! Don't get careless!"


……


The Wushang surrounding Wang Chong's group now looked at him with completely different eyes. This seventeen- or eighteen-year-old youth with that ever-present smile on his face might have seemed young, but he gave off the feeling that he could see through all their weaknesses.


All the Wushang found this absolutely absurd.


Boom!


Qin Qicheng jumped off the ground and stood up. His eyes were as sharp as a sword as they locked onto Wang Chong.


"Impossible! I don't believe it! This is all a coincidence! Let's go again!"


Qin Qicheng gritted his teeth. Wang Chong's kick had inflamed his anger. With so many people watching, he could not accept such a disgrace.


You still don't have your future composure.


Wang Chong inwardly smiled.


With a gap of twenty-some years, the current Qin Qicheng had still not obtained the maturity and extreme perception of his future self. He was also missing the calm air of command and ability to plan out strategies that he had obtained through his experiences.


But this Qicheng is more interesting, Wang Chong said to himself.


To see his old friend, who had always been so calm and composed, now young, rashly running around and taking risks, had its own particular flavor.


Boom!


Qin Qicheng had no idea what Wang Chong was thinking. In his eyes, this outsider's smile only made him angrier and more filled with loathing.


"Divine Ape Art!"


Qin Qicheng stepped forward, and black smoke began to pour out of his acupuncture points. His energy suddenly began to rise, his body to crack. His strength climbed several levels, and he grew even more nimble, agile, swift, yet he also became as heavy as a mountain.


Roar!


With a bellow, Qin Qicheng gathered the smoke at his back, forming it into a black divine ape, more than one zhang tall.
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Qin Qicheng seemed to have transformed into a completely different person. The aura he gave off had utterly transformed, becoming ruthless, dangerous, and brimming with a desire to attack and assault.


The Divine Ape Art was a divine technique passed down through Wushang Village for centuries. It was an art developed through observing the great apes living in the mountains, and was capable of greatly boosting a person's strength, dexterity and speed.


In Wushang Village, this technique was on a much higher level than the Halo of Mists and the Gloom Hand.


Roar!


With a wave of his hand, Qin Qicheng fused with the divine ape behind him. Boom! Qin Qicheng grabbed a massive stone that had to weigh around two thousand jin and tossed it at Wang Chong.


Behind the rock, Qin Qicheng lunged at Wang Chong like a hungry tiger leaping at its prey.


As the stone thundered down, a scene repeated itself. While the rock was still several zhang away, it was caught and held by an invisible energy, floating in the air as steady as Mount Tai.


"The Divine Ape Art! With such a severe leakage of Stellar Energy, it's clear that you haven't cultivated it very well."


Wang Chong half-closed his eyes as he gazed at the lunging Qin Qicheng, no sign of emotion on his face. The madness and ruthlessness of the divine ape that was Qin Qicheng apparently had no effect on him.


Swoosh!


Just when the massive divine ape's arms were about to smash down, Wang Chong's eyes widened and a sharp light flashed. In that moment, Wang Chong had suddenly moved, his finger jabbing into the 'Moji Point' in Qin Qicheng's armpit.


Qin Qicheng froze, and like a balloon deflating, the energy drained out of him. The black smoke scattered and he quickly returned to his original self.


"Impossible! Just who are you?"


Qin Qicheng staggered backward, but his eyes were fixed on Wang Chong, full of fear and disbelief.


Wushang Village rarely communicated with the outside world, so outsiders had no knowledge of its martial arts. When confronting the martial arts of Wushang Village, the majority of invaders would end up being captured or severely wounded before they even knew what was going on.


But Wang Chong gave off the feeling that he knew all their secrets and flaws. In front of him, the Divine Ape Art had no secrets to speak of.


At the start, Qin Qicheng's impression of Wang Chong had been that of an unwelcome outsider, but now, this outsider had already become completely unfathomable.


"At the end of each month, don't you feel a terrible pain at your Yujing, Yuanchuan, and Longchi Points? This is because your training is poor and your energy is being diverged. Try to move your energy through the Pansha, Yongquan, and Longwei Points. In around three days, you should be able to resolve the problem of your Stellar Energy being diverged and your meridians spasming," Wang Chong said with a faint smile.


"!!!"


Qin Qicheng's eyes went wide, and his face looked like he had seen a ghost.


Impossible!


Impossible!


This can't be happening!


Qin Qicheng felt like a peal of thunder had exploded in his head. Not even Wang Chong seeing through the flaw in his Divine Ape Art with a single finger had given him this great of a shock.


The Divine Ape Art did have its flaws, and with the different talents, potential, and states of cultivation for each person, the location of the weakness would also be different.


And no one would ever tell their weakness to someone else, so the location of a person's weakness always remained their personal secret.


Moreover, Qin Qicheng had not even told his closest confidants about the problem with his Yujing, Yuanchuan, and Longchi acupuncture points, so just how did this teenager know about it?


In addition, these three points would only ache at the end of the month, and this was something only people who cultivated the Divine Ape Art would know. How did he know about this fact as well?


Qin Qicheng suddenly felt like his head was about to burst.


Before Qin Qicheng could say anything, another person angrily roared, "You dare attack Brother Qi! Everyone, let's kill them all!" The people of Wushang Village were extremely united, and seeing Qin Qicheng be beaten back twice by Wang Chong had left the villagers fuming with rage.


Bzzt! Whichever one charged forward first, he was quickly followed by a second, a third, a fourth… People charged in from all sides.


Black mists roiled and metal clattered. Halos that the outside world knew nothing about began to emerge from the bodies of the Wushang.


The Halo of Mists, the Gloom Hand, the Divine Ape Art, the Climbing Ivy Art, the Boulder Halo… different halos accompanied by their respective Stellar Energies began to rise from the Wushang.


"Careful! Protect Young Master!"


Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the other guards gripped their weapons and nervously stood guard around Wang Chong.


Roar!


Roars came from all around, but the first wave of attacks was already here: massive rocks weighing thousands of jin. These rocks hurtled through the air with incredible speed, crashing toward the soldiers.


These guards who had lived through the southwestern war were nervous to the extreme.


Even to them, the Wushang were extremely powerful opponents. This many Wushang working together to attack them instantly placed a massive pressure on them.


All of them could smell the thick stench of death.


This obscure and remote place on the Silk Road was definitely a lair of dragons and tigers.


"Gao Feng, Nie Yan, all of you just need to protect yourselves. Let me handle these people." When things were at their most tense, Wang Chong spoke in his calm and confident voice, instantly bolstering their confidence.


Boom!


A powerful wave of energy erupted from Wang Chong's body, sweeping in every direction. Just like before, those massive rocks were frozen in the air while they were still several zhang away.


"Kill him!"


"To be so bold as to barge into our Wushang and even dare to attack Brother Qi, does he really think we can't deal with him?"


"Don't be impulsive! Seize him and hand him over to the chief!"


……


Furious cries filled the air as the powerful and courageous Wushang charged at Wang Chong. Although they held no weapons, their fingers, palms, arms, and bodies were trained to be as tough as steel.


"Young Master!"


Gao Feng's panicked voice came from behind Wang Chong.


"Don't worry."


Wang Chong's voice was as calm as ever, the corners of his lips curling into a relaxed and confident smile as he gazed at the lunging Wushang.


"Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art!"


A voice that was neither loud nor soft rang out in everyone's ears. Without the slightest hesitation, Wang Chong used the legendary evil art of the Central Plains!


"Ah!" With cries of alarm, those powerful Wushang were suddenly caught by a powerful attractive force and began to spin in the air.



None of the Wushang could land, and none of them could escape the attractive force!


Forty-some Wushang floated in the air, moving like they were puppets on strings and crying in surprise. Even Wang Chong's guards were struck dumb by this scene.


Since the war of the southwest, Wang Chong's strength had become even more refined and powerful, even more unfathomable.


These forty-some Wushang who were at the True Martial or Profound Martial realm floated in the air, spinning in circles faster and faster, unable to control themselves. This sight was truly astounding to witness.


"Lord Marquis truly is getting stronger and stronger!"


As the guards Wang Chong had brought from the capital looked at this sight, their hearts were filled with deep shock.


They had seen those people traversing cliffs like they were flat terrain, seeming to fly through the mountains, and had seen how they trained with stones weighing thousands of jin. Now that these Wushang had gathered and were about to attack, these guards had prepared themselves for a fierce battle.


But no one had expected Wang Chong to send these valiant warriors spinning in the air with a single move. They had all been stopped, with not a single person able to reach him.


They had prepared themselves for a pitched melee, but Wang Chong had resolved it singlehandedly.


"Lord Marquis's strength… truly is unfathomable, crossing a thousand li in a single day!"


The guards watched in awe.


……


Bangbangbang!


Meanwhile, Wang Chong was standing with his face to the sky, the smile on his face growing wider and wider. Bangbangbang!Wang Chong had extended two fingers, placing them together and stirring the air. In an instant, the energy in the air fell into turmoil, and the panicked Wushang were slammed against each other by the energy of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art and thrown to the ground.


The Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art could not only be used to absorb an opponent's energy. It could also serve as a powerful martial art technique. Its enormous attractive force could push around any martial artist weaker than the user, allowing the user to play around with them as the user pleased.


The Wushang were innately fierce, ideal warriors for the battlefield. Wang Chong had his plans for them, so he naturally wouldn't absorb their energy or heavily wound them.


"My leg!"


"Damn it, my internal energy is in chaos! I can't even move!"


"I'm the same. My internal energy is diverging to random places. Bastard, just what devilish art did you learn?"


"Tell the chief! Inform the chief and tell Granduncle Jiu and the others to come over. These people are too strong! They're not people we can deal with!"


……


The forty-some Wushang on the ground were filled with fear. Their injuries were not severe, but their internal energy was in complete disarray. This made them more shocked and uneasy than if Wang Chong had heavily wounded them.


This completely surpassed their understanding of martial arts.


"Bastard! Who are you! What do you plan to do in our village?"


Qin Qicheng clenched his fists, his knuckles cracking. He was the only person left standing, and his face was contorted into a nasty grimace. He had just been a little slow and failed to stop them, but never had he expected that all his fellow villagers would be left lying on the ground.
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"What do I want to do? Didn't I already say I came to find my friends?"


Wang Chong gave a faint smile.


Although Qin Qicheng was currently a decent martial artist, he still wasn't the Qin Qicheng of the future. Of the ten commanders of the Wushang Cavalry, he had been ranked as the last. If the current Qin Qicheng wanted to mature into that farsighted 'Lord Qi', he would probably still need some time.


And this wasn't the right time or place to converse too deeply with him.


"Let's go!"


Wang Chong waved his hand and began to proceed forward, stepping over the Wushang villagers.


If he wanted to recruit the Wushang, he had to go through the Wushang Village Chief, the 'Grandpa' that Fang Xiaoyan had spoken of.


"You dare to act so brashly in our Wushang Village! Do you really think this is your land?"


Wang Chong had barely stepped over a few Wushang villagers and was preparing to head deeper into the village when a bone-chilling voice rang out in his ear. It suddenly felt like he was walking from the scorching summer into the frigid winter, and everyone began to shiver. And then, they noticed that a massive 'stone' was dropping out of the sky, smashing toward Wang Chong.


"What is that!" a guard yelled out in surprise.


At first glance, everyone had taken it to be a massive stone, but when that stone suddenly unfurled five fingers, they realized that it wasn't a stone, but a giant stone hand.


Boom!


The stone fist smashed down, causing the earth to shake and dust to plume into the sky. In front of the stone fist, Wang Chong's robes were flapping in the wind. He was standing nearby, having managed to avoid the strike by a hair.


It's him!


Wang Chong's eyes narrowed as he looked gravely up at the sky. None of that previous sense of ease and relaxation could be seen.


At this moment, everyone could clearly see that what had appeared in front of Wang Chong was not some massive stone, but a stone giant, thirty meters high and with the appearance of a general. When they first saw it, that giant still had only one hand and one foot.


But immediately afterward, the cliffs on both sides began to rumble and crack. As if cleaved apart by axes and hatchets, large stones began to be pulled from the cliffs by some invisible energy, traveling along with countless bits of gravel toward the stone giant's right shoulder.


In the blink of an eye, a stone arm manifested out of thin air, followed by the right foot and the left ear. In a few short moments, the stone giant had fully formed.


Raising their heads, everyone could see that this was a giant with the appearance of a general. His body was equipped with stone armor, and his expression was dignified and dreadful. His height of more than thirty meters made everyone at his feet seem like insignificant ants.


Stone General!


In a flash, Wang Chong recognized this general.


'Stone General' was one of Wushang Village's most elite martial arts. It could control all stone in a radius of several hundred zhang and transform the user into a stone giant with the appearance of a general from an ancient era, the 'Stone General'.


This martial art was extremely powerful, with the Stone General created containing the strength of the Imperial Martial realm. Moreover, as long as one had abundant stone in the surroundings, the Stone General could endlessly repair itself, meaning that the person cultivating the Stone General essentially could not be defeated.


In addition, the thick stone armor meant that weapons would find it very difficult to harm the martial artist within the Stone General, one of the great advantages of the Stone General technique.


Wushang Village was surrounded by mountains and lofty peaks, so what they had in greatest supply was stones.


Thus, in this environment, the Stone General could display the full extent of its capabilities.


But this was not the only thing Wang Chong cared about. Wushang Village did not have many people capable of using the Stone General, and at a place like this, Wang Chong could only think of one person that could use it:


Huang Botian!


One of the Protectors of Wushang Village's outermost perimeter!


Before the great calamity, anyone who attempted to intrude into the heart of the village would first encounter Huang Botian. Of Wushang Village's many protectors, he had reached a superb mastery of the Stone General. He was the model of an Imperial Martial expert, and his strength was far greater than Qin Qicheng's.


He could be considered as part of the backbone of Wushang Village's strength.


When the otherworldly invaders attacked Wushang Village, he had borrowed the particular geography of the village to block five or six thousand of them, almost singlehandedly holding a defensive position. In Wushang Village, this person was very difficult to deal with.


Alas, Huang Botian ended up dying in battle during the calamity, the first of Wushang Village's core force to die.


I didn't think that I would run into this martial maniac!


Wang Chong raised his head to that imposing and powerful Stone General and squinted, no fear in his eyes.


Back then, when his own training on the martial path had not yet been complete, Fang Xiaoyan would have debates with him. She would occasionally mention this Protector uncle of hers who had reached a superb level in the Stone General, Huang Botian. Although he had astonishing strength and a vehement hatred of outsiders, deep within his heart, Huang Botian was a true man.


He had an extreme fondness for martial arts, which also served as his greatest weakness. Anyone who could resist three of his blows would be able to obtain his good graces, and if they could defeat him, Huang Botian would quickly change his attitude.


No matter where the opponent came from, whether they were righteous or evil, Huang Botian would immediately treat them as a brother, acknowledging them as a bosom comrade.


In the past, there was a Tibetan expert who was being pursued by Great Tang experts and ended up wandering into Wushang Village. In the end, he fought a pitched battle with Huang Botian, and this battle ended with Huang Botian and the Tibetan becoming friends. In the aftermath, he did everything possible to protect the Tibetan expert, even almost fighting with his fellow villagers.


In the end, the villagers were forced to let the expert go!


He had clearly known that his opponent was a Tibetan who harbored no good intentions toward the Great Tang, so that Huang Botian did this was a testament to the intensity of his addiction for martial arts.


However, although everyone in the village knew of Huang Botian's personality problems, outsiders knew nothing about it. Probably not even Fang Xiaoyan, who had so delighted in having debates with Wang Chong, could have ever imagined that he would one day fight with that Protector uncle of hers.


This will be interesting. If I stop three of his moves, I can win his favor! Wang Chong said to himself as he looked up at the Stone General. It felt like he could look through the thick layers of stone armor at that mysterious middle-aged man sizing him up from the chest of the giant.


To tell the truth, Wang Chong was also very interested in this strange martial maniac that Fang Xiaoyan had spoken of, who had ultimately ended up dying in the calamity. Many of Wushang Village's experts had died in that great calamity.


To Wang Chong, this was a great regret.


"You're rather fast, but do you think you're faster than me?"


The Stone General's voice was brimming with energy, ringing out like a gong from over Wang Chong's head. While Wang Chong was thinking, a stone whistled through the air. Huang Botian had suddenly called over a large stone and sent it hurtling at Wang Chong.


While the first boulder was still in flight, Huang Botian stomped down his foot. The earth cracked, and several more massive stones flew out of the ground and into the hand of the thirty-meter giant, after which they were fired from its palm like cannonballs.


A second stone, a third stone, a fourth…


Massive boulders were fired in quick succession at Wang Chong, winds howling in their wake. One of the stones flew past Wang Chong's head, as even Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the other soldiers were in the scope of the stone giant's attacks.


Huang Botian's attacks were clearly not aimed at Wang Chong alone. He treated all invaders the same.


"Careful!"


The stunned guards began to scatter.


This Wushang Village was shrouded in mysteries and was shocking them more and more. They could accept those villagers who could practically fly through the craggy peaks and steep mountains, but now, an expert had appeared who could control stone, a sub-element of Earth, one of the Five Elements. The feeling this expert gave to these soldiers was no less than that of the leader of Huoshu Huicang's Five Tiger Generals, Longqinba.


Perhaps they could disregard all this if Wushang Village were some famous fort, but this was a remote and barren place, a place that they hadn't even known about until the marquis had mentioned it and brought them over.


Thus, one could easily imagine the shock that came with the casual appearance of this Imperial Martial expert.


"There's no need to worry. Let me handle this stone giant!"


When his soldiers were at their most panicked and nervous, Wang Chong's calming voice rang out in their ears. Whoosh! The boulder that had been shooting toward Gao Feng and the others was halted in the air and then curved back around, traveling at the same speed back toward the Stone General.


Buzz!


At this moment, all the Wushang villagers were flabbergasted, and even Huang Botian's Stone General trembled. It was clear that the martial maniac of Wushang Village had been perturbed by Wang Chong's move.


"Haha, if I were you, I definitely wouldn't use this move!"


Wang Chong's laughter was still hanging in the air as the second, third, and fourth boulders spun around in the air. With a wave of Wang Chong's finger, they all began to shoot at astonishing speeds toward the Stone General.


None of these boulders Huang Botian had thrown had been able to pose any real threat to Wang Chong.


"Damn it!"


Infuriated, Huang Botian punched and smashed the stones that Wang Chong had sent back. Not in all his time in Wushang Village had he encountered a situation like this.


"I truly underestimated you! It seems like a minor technique like this is useless against you. But you really shouldn't have challenged me like this. I've stood guard around here for so long, and never has anyone dared to act recklessly in front of me! Now, pay the price!"


WIth that resounding voice still echoing in the air, the earth began to rumble. The massive figure of the Stone General bent down and plunged five fingers into the earth. With a vigorous pull, the Stone General extracted a massive stone spear from the earth, fifty-some meters long and as thick as a large bowl.
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The moment the stone spear appeared, an invisible energy began to modify it. The internal composition of the stone grew increasingly dense, making the spear tougher and tougher. Moreover, gravel began to accumulate on the surface of the spear, rapidly drawing out spiraling designs upon it.


Boom!


There was a flash of light as the massive stone spear smashed into the area where Wang Chong had been standing, creating a massive pit in the earth. Debris flew several dozen zhang into the air while dust billowed and filled the air.


"Can you really escape!" the Stone General thundered, his voice still hanging in the air as he stepped forward. With an extreme speed and agility that did not match his massive body, the Stone General approached Wang Chong and threw a punch.


Even before the fist landed, the massive strength behind it was already sending ripples through the air. The area in a radius of several dozen zhang began to unleash a teeth-aching sound, and everything began to twist and contort.


If such a fist were to land, no one doubted that the only result would be shattered bones and a broken body.


"Hahaha, Protector Huang, your Stone General truly is at a superb level, but unfortunately, you're still missing a little tempering!"


Wang Chong's first words were to heartily laugh, but his last words were extremely cold and grim.


Boom!


In the blink of an eye, as countless people looked on, the smiling Wang Chong leisurely avoided Huang Botian's attacks, constantly dodging them as his clothes flapped in the air.


But in the final moment, Wang Chong suddenly stood his right foot on its toes, straightening them out so that he could step onto the right fist of the Stone General. Boom! This simple tiptoe seemed to contain the weight of ten thousand jun. The Stone General's right fist was pulled down by an enormous power and crashed to the ground, sending up massive clouds of dust.


Buzz!


All the Wushang villagers who saw this sight were stunned. Huang Botian was the outermost Protector of Wushang, and they had all personally witnessed his strength. No one had ever penetrated into Wushang, but the farthest most of them could get was here, where Huang Botian would stop them. No one had ever been able to pull down Huang Botian's right arm with just a single clash.


"It's useless. In this place, you're simply no match for me!"


Huang Botian's voice was still cold and severe. Even though one of his arms had been pulled down, he remained stoic. With a thunderous rumble, the moment Wang Chong pushed down the right arm, Huang Botian's Stone General raised the spear in his left hand and thrust it like a lightning bolt.


At the same time, crsshcrussh! Countless pieces of stone arose from the earth and flew to Huang Botian's right shoulder. In the blink of an eye, another stone arm, exactly the same as the first, had taken shape. Rumble! Its five fingers came to life, forming a fist that hurtled toward Wang Chong.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


Huang Botian was truly enraged. His two fists worked with the spear to unleash a flurry of blows on Wang Chong. Everything within a radius of several hundred zhang was in range of his attacks.


Each fist of Huang Botian's had the weight of several thousand jin behind it. Even steel would shatter when struck by his punches, much less a body of flesh and blood.


Even more frightening was the Stone General's unusual speed. This and his mighty strength were enough to make any opponent pale.


"I'd like to see just how long you can dodge!" Huang Botian sneered. In a flash, his right hand pulled another fifty-meter-long spear out of the ground.


Wielding two spears, the Stone General's attack speed and level of threat multiplied. But no matter how fierce Huang Botian's attacks became, Wang Chong's voice remained calm, as clear as crystal amidst the rain of spear attacks.


"I'm not dodging, I'm just experiencing the Stone General. Since you want to fight with me, I'll fulfill your wish."


Wang Chong suddenly changed his attitude. Thump! His toes pressed against the ground and Wang Chong shot into the air like an arrow, instantly flying through the chink in the storm of spears and hurtling into the Stone General's chest.


"Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art!"


Hanging from the chest with one hand, Wang Chong spread out the fingers of his other hand and thrust them into the Stone General's chest. As he used the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art taught to him by the Demonic Emperor Old Man, a powerful attractive force emerged onto stage.


The Little Yinyang Art required a physical connection, the use of the Little Yinyang Sword, and a whole pile of other conditions, but the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art was different. Wang Chong didn't even need to be touching his opponent to absorb their energy.


Buzz!


Under countless shocked gazes, the thirty-meter-tall Stone General froze in his posture of fierce assault, paused in time.


"This is impossible! What evil art did you use?"


In the chest of the Stone General, the extremely panicked and shocked voice of a middle-aged man arose. The moment Wang Chong had used the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, the Stellar Energy in his body had immediately begun to surge out like water leaving a sluice gate.


Even more frightening was that he instantly lost control over the Stellar Energy in his body, trapping him inside the Stone General without any ability to move.


Rumble! In a place that no one could see, a torrential flood of Stellar Energy was flowing ceaselessly into Wang Chong's body.


As he received Huang Botian's internal energy, Wang Chong's already-impressive strength began to swell, bringing him even closer to new heights.


"Not good! Protector is in danger!"


"This outsider is strange! Everyone, let's go together! Help Protector deal with him!"


……


The Wushang began to panic as they realized that Huang Botian had been captured. Not a single person had ever come to Wushang Village without their tail between their legs, and many outsiders didn't even need a Protector's intervention to be captured.


But now, even a Protector had been captured. To the Wushang, this was both impossible to accept and unimaginable.


"Assume the formation!"


"Protect Young Master!"


At the same time, Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the other elite guards began to move. In a flash, before the Wushang could rush over, Gao Feng and Nie Yan had led the ten-some soldiers in forming a tight formation. This was a formation that Wang Chong had created after the southwestern war, one that excelled in both attack and defense, in charges and in melee, the 'Dragon Snake Formation'!


The Dragon Snake Formation did not require many people, and only ten-some people were required to form a small-scale one. With this formation, one could advance in attack or retreat in defense, and would condense the strength of the people of the formation into one, making it into a sharp blade and allowing them to display a strength far above normal.


Whether one was fighting against many opponents or an expert on a higher level, the Dragon Snake Formation could allow a group of soldiers to maximize their power.


But the Dragon Snake Formation had very high demands on the soldiers using it. The soldiers not only needed to be extremely strong, but also have an extremely high level of teamwork.


Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the other soldiers were Wang Chong's 'Dragon Snake Team', the strongest soldiers with the highest level of training and understanding of this formation.


This was also why Wang Chong had brought them with him on this excursion to Wushang Village.


"Kill!"


As Gao Feng and Nie Yan swiftly assumed the formation, the Wushang villagers noticed what they were up to and lunged forward. Both sides were brimming with killing intent, and just when it seemed like a fierce battle was about to break out…


"Halt!"


A voice drifted out of the sky. Wang Chong lightly pulled his fingers out of the Stone General's chest and shot back to the ground. In mid-air, his speed began to slow, allowing him to gently drop to the ground without disturbing a single speck of dust.


As Wang Chong returned to the earth, countless stones dropped from the sky. The thirty-meter Stone General had instantly begun to crumble, leaving only two legs and half its body standing.


And as the stones toppled away from what would have been the Stone General's chest, the figure of a thirty-some-year-old man appeared, his face weathered and extremely composed.


"Protector Huang, can we end this battle?"


Wang Chong looked up at the middle-aged man and faintly smiled.


His expression was relaxed, his demeanor confident. If it weren't for the fact that the ground was bruised and massive boulders were rolling around, it would be very difficult to believe that he had just gone through an intense battle.


The battleground was silent, and even the Wushang villagers and Qin Qicheng came to a halt and looked in a daze at the pair.


In the remains of the Stone General, the middle-aged man looked down at Wang Chong, his eyes going through countless emotions. No one could tell what he was thinking.


Other than Wang Chong and Huang Botian, no one knew what had just happened.


The Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art could be hailed as the supreme evil art, even the most powerful and legendary of the Central Plains' Ten Supreme Arts, not merely because of its extreme power. It was not only capable of defeating all people on the same level, but it could also allow the user to easily challenge opponents a level higher, even several levels higher.


Many experts of the martial world, while much stronger than their opponent who was using the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, would still end up being defeated and dying to the user of that evil art.


One could easily imagine the fierce reputation this supreme evil art had in the martial world.


But Wang Chong had come to subdue and recruit the Wushang, not kill them. Thus, Wang Chong had restrained his technique. After absorbing Huang Botian's energy and making it impossible for him to control the Stone General, Wang Chong had returned the energy!


Buzz!


As Wang Chong looked up at the Stone General, where the middle-aged man had just opened his mouth to speak, the situation suddenly changed—


Boom!


Although nothing could be seen in the surroundings, in a dimension not visible to the naked eye, a condensed bolt of mental energy bored into Wang Chong's mind like a sharp awl. Buzz! Wang Chong's complexion instantly paled, and he was frozen in place.
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In the blink of an eye, Wang Chong returned to normal. His eyes immediately turned to a cliff on his right. But by this time, several massive boulders, thrown down from the cliffs as fast as lightning bolts, were already crashing down around him.


Wang Chong didn't much care at first, but when he took two steps forward and his vision suddenly went dark, he quickly paled.


At almost the same time, two figures flew down from the cliff. One was a graying elder of more than fifty years wearing a yellow robe, while the other was a middle-aged woman with a beauty spot at the corner of her eye.


"Botian, hurry and leave. I'm currently using the formation to hold him down. Hurry and call Chief and the elders to deal with him. Ruorong, how are you doing?"


The yellow-robed elder propped up the woman, his face fraught with concern.


"Wanshi, Botian, you need to be careful. This young man is very bizarre. My mental thorn rarely fails, but I just used mental energy to deal with him and was only able to control him for a few moments. I even suffered mental backlash. I've never encountered such a situation before."


The woman's complexion was pale and she seemed to be in great pain.


"Elder Du, Elder Fang, you…"


Huang Botian stood on the remains of the Stone General, hesitating to speak. Wang Chong had truthfully gone easy on him, but alas, Elders Du and Fang had come too quickly. Before he even had time to say anything, Elder Fang had used her metal thorn on Wang Chong while Elder Du had thrown boulders and set up a formation to imprison him.


Huang Botian was currently in an awkward situation, as it was already too late for him to say anything.


At this moment, a familiar voice rang in their ears. "Hahaha, what a formidable formation. This trip was worth it just to witness this."


The three trembled and turned their heads, and they saw that the owner of that familiar voice was now confidently striding out of the formation.


Behind him were Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the other guards.


"!!!"


All was silent. Elder Du, Elder Fang, and Huang Botian were all stunned, their faces covered with disbelief.


"This is impossible! No one can come out from my 'Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap' so quickly and easily!"


Elder Du's entire body was frozen, as if he had received some massive mental blow.


To his sides, Huang Botian and Elder Fang, who knew the secrets of the Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap, were also terribly shocked.


The Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap was a formation that was meant to protect Wushang. In every generation, only two or three people could use it, and only when encountering extremely formidable foes.


This formation used the Eight Gates1 of Life, Pain, Rest, Open, Stop, View, and the others. The positions of these gates would be constantly changing, and taking the wrong step would immediately lead to death.




As for how to leave the formation, only the person controlling the formation knew of the method. Even if Huang Botian were imprisoned in the formation, he would find it just as difficult to get out.


"Just what's going on here? No one knows the method to get out of the Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap. Could he really have some relationship with the Chief?"


Huang Botian's emotions were in turmoil, the expression in his eyes constantly shifting.


He had long ago heard that Xiaoyan was leading a group of outsiders into the village. As one of the village's Protectors, he knew every person that entered and exited the village. Huang Botian had been confident that these people were only capable of tricking a little girl like Fang Xiaoyan.


But now, seeing Wang Chong easily stride out of the formation, Huang Botian felt his confidence waver.


That Wang Chong was able to leave the formation so quickly meant that he already knew how to get out of the formation. There was no other explanation except that he had an extremely intimate relationship with the village.


"Elder Du, Botian, the two of you leave first. I'll deal with him!" the middle-aged woman known as Elder Fang nervously said. Right now, only she could halt Wang Chong's advance for a few moments.


"Wait a moment. Elder Du, Elder Fang, these people aren't bad people!"


With a whoosh of wind, Huang Botian jumped out of the ruins of the Stone General and hurried to stop the elders.


"If they harbored ill intentions, I would have already been finished!"


"Botian, what nonsense are you saying? Can you not even tell the difference between friend and foe?"


"Damn it, can you pay attention to the situation? Now is not the time for your martial mania to act up!"


Elder Du and Elder immediately noticed that Huang Botian's old ailment was breaking out again. Although Huang Botian was powerful, anyone who defeated him would immediately win his favor. He would start treating them as friends, and a classical manifestation of this phenomenon was phrases like, 'this person isn't a bad person' and 'these people aren't bad people'.


Every time Huang Botian began to act like this, all the villagers began to get headaches. He was always particularly stubborn about this, pushing the other villagers to the limit.


"Elder Fang, Elder Du, this isn't about my fondness for martial arts. Since he can see through the Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap, it means that he's definitely no ordinary outsider, and didn't he come in with Xiaoyan? If they harbored ill intentions, how could Xiaoyan have remained unscathed, and why have none of the villagers died yet?" Huang Botian said.


Elder Du and Elder Fang were instantly stunned.


"Haha, it's still Protector Huang that understands. This one did not come here with evil intentions. Otherwise, with my strength, everyone probably understands that Wushang Village would not be in this state."


Wang Chong chuckled, and as he spoke, he slowly walked in the direction of the trio.


His eyes shone brightly as they passed over Elder Fang and Elder Du.


Wushang Village was truly a den of crouching tigers and hidden dragons. One expert could use a powerful formation while the other could utilize formidable mental assaults.


Such experts were extremely rare in the martial world, but Wushang Village had them.


Suddenly, a dignified and elderly voice came from within the village, as resounding as a bell. "Let him in. The rest of you, withdraw."


At this voice, everyone trembled, all the villagers showing extremely respectful expressions.



"It's Chief!"


Elders Du and Fang first looked at each other and then gave a complicated look at Wang Chong. Although they were unwilling, since the chief had spoken, they had to yield the path.


"Young man, I don't care where you came from or what your background is, but in this place, it's best if you act wisely and temper your actions. You want to meet our chief, right? Enter!"


With these words, Elders Du and Fang stood to the side.


"Thank you!"


Wang Chong smiled and held his head high as he headed into the depths of the village.


Qin Qicheng had been defeated, as had Huang Botian, the formation had been useless, and the mental attacks had failed… Although the Chief of Wushang had surprised the villagers by making his view known, Wang Chong had expected it.


I can finally see the Chief of Wushang Village… I'm truly filled with anticipation!


Smiling, Wang Chong walked past Huang Botian, Elder Fang, and Elder Du.


The Chief of Wushang Village led the fifty to sixty thousand Wushang and was the strongest existence in the village. All the legends regarding the village revolved around its chief. When Wang Chong arrived at this village in his last life, the person he had wanted to see the most was the chief.


Alas, in the great calamity, all the elites of Wushang Village had been lost, including the mysterious chief. It was said that a veritable mountain of corpses of otherworldly invaders had been found around his body.


Of all the invaders that had died in that battle, more than half had died around him!


When Wang Chong heard of this, he was filled with respect, but he could only feel regret on missing a chance to meet him. Wushang Village had appeared like a comet, shocking the world but disappearing just as quickly as it had come.


All the core members of Wushang Village—its chief, elders, and protectors—died in the great calamity, taking many of Wushang Village's secrets with them. Even though many survivors from Wushang became his subordinates as the famous Wushang Cavalry, those lost secrets were irrecoverable.


Thwishthwishthwish!


Figures began to appear from all around as Wang Chong led his guards into Wushang Village. The villagers had begun to climb down from the cliffs and form a crowd, following Wang Chong and watching him with wary gazes.


Wang Chong remained relaxed and confident, his eyes seeming to not see these people. He had defeated Qin Qicheng's group and Huang Botian, so it would be stranger if the Wushang had a good impression of him.


"Everyone, disperse!"


An elderly and majestic voice came from out of the village. The moment this voice spoke, all fell quiet. The villagers following Wang Chong showed hesitation, but in a flash, the majority of them dispersed, swiftly climbing like apes along the steep mountainsides.


Only a small portion remained, but the atmosphere now was completely different.


Wang Chong followed a path cut out of the stone, around two zhang wide, observing his surroundings throughout. Although Wushang Village seemed to be a place of steep and lofty mountains, once one passed the edge of the village guarded by Huang Botian, everything changed.


The Wushang villagers had built a smooth and level path leading into the village.


Several hundred meters from the outermost perimeter, a large plaza made of tens of thousands of bricks appeared. Here, Wang Chong finally saw simple houses made of rough mountain stone arranged in picturesque disorder.


The figures of people packed the area between these houses and the plaza.


The moment he stepped onto the plaza, Wang Chong immediately felt an aura of strictness, like he had stepped into a military camp. On the plaza, countless gazes turned to watch him.


For some reason, Wang Chong could also sense a stifling aura of tension in the air.

______________
1. The Eight Gates are a Daoist concept that is apparently used in fortune-telling. The Gates of Life, Open, and Rest have good connotations, the Gates of Death, Alarm, and Pain have bad connotations, and the Gates of Stop and View hold the middle ground.↩
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"Lord Marquis!"


A familiar voice suddenly rose from the plaza, immediately attracting Wang Chong's notice. The Wushang would never call him 'Lord Marquis', and the only one in this place who would call him 'Lord Marquis' and know his identity would be…


"Lord Marquis, it's General Li's group!"


Cries of alarm came from behind Wang Chong as Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the ten-some guards all looked toward the plaza.


Following the direction of the voice, past the villagers of Wushang, on the other end of the plaza, Wang Chong spotted a familiar figure. A man more than two meters tall was standing upon the plaza like an iron tower, his entire body exuding a powerful aura.


And in his hand was a massive sword taller than the average man, similarly imposing.


In the middle of Wushang Village, this person stood out like a crane amongst chickens, and no one could obstruct his gaze. Although all the Wushang had tightly surrounded him, they still kept a distance of several zhang from him, and their expressions clearly showed a great apprehension for this giant of a man!


Invincible Great General, Li Siye!


Many days after losing contact with him, Wang Chong finally discovered his number one general deep within Wushang Village. His breathing was extremely disorderly and his body was covered in wounds, but his posture remained erect and steadfast, like a lofty mountain. It was like as long as he was not willing to fall, nothing in the world could defeat him.


"General Li!" Gao Feng and Nie Yan shouted as they rushed to the plaza, their faces fraught with worry and concern.


Wang Chong did not stop them, but he was in no rush himself. All he did was slightly furrow his brow.


Li Siye's abilities were indisputable!


The title of 'Invincible Great General' was enough to testify to his abilities. Even though he was still not fully mature, he was still incomparable to an ordinary person. Moreover, after being tempered through the war of the southwest, Li Siye had grown even more composed and reliable, and he had grown even stronger as well.


This was why Wang Chong had tasked him with subduing the Wushang.


But Wang Chong had told him beforehand that the goal of this mission was to subdue and recruit, not kill and vanquish, thus forbidding him from using weapons. But now, not only had Li Siye used his extremely sharp and tough Wootz Steel sword, he was also covered in wounds and gasping for breath!


Wang Chong found it very difficult to imagine an opponent like this. What sort of man could make Li Siye use his Wootz Steel sword and all his strength and yet still be forced into this state?!


It had to be said that when Li Siye used all his strength, he had been able to take on the ten thousand Black Dragon Bandits alone, exterminating their base in Qixi and slaying their leader Black Dragon Zhao.


Now, however, it was Li Siye who was being suppressed.


Swish!


With a wave of his sleeve, Wang Chong began to stride toward the plaza. None of the villagers attempted to block him. Since their chief had requested to see Wang Chong, there was naturally no one who would make any problems for him.


"Lord Marquis!"


Li Siye continued to grasp his sword with both hands, but his determined face was a little haggard, his stalwart body trembling and heaving as he breathed. It was evident that he had consumed an enormous amount of strength.


Wang Chong nodded grimly. Without a word, he looked down at the ground around Li Siye.


Of the more than twenty people who had left with Li Siye, only seven or eight of them were lying on the ground, heavily injured. No sign could be seen of the rest. Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the others had already arrived and were giving them treatment, but it appeared that their wounds were not light.


"Lord Marquis!"


Upon Wang Chong's approach, these injured soldiers began to open their eyes and moan, their expressions stricken with pain.


Wang Chong nodded and waved his hand, indicating that they should rest.


"Lord Marquis, I'm sorry. I've already done all I can, but the mission still failed. All I could do was protect them."


Li Siye's face was filled with shame, and for the first time, he lowered his proud head.


This mission had been much more difficult than he had imagined.


Li Siye had never imagined that this tiny and unremarkable village in the northwest would be hiding so many rare experts. A trifling recruitment mission had ended up being even more challenging than fighting the more than five hundred thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army in the southwestern war.


"I know. I also don't blame you. Just leave this matter to me!" Wang Chong ordered with a wave of his hand.


The great calamity from his memories had still not happened and Wushang Village had not come under assault from the otherworldly invaders. This was still that conservative and xenophobic village, but it was also a village of legends. Wang Chong was forced to admit that his thinking had been too simple.


The future world's greatest Wushang Cavalry was not as easy to subdue as he had imagined.


I still have to personally do this!


Wang Chong mentally sighed and turned his head to look past Li Siye.


In his last life, he had personally subdued the Wushang Cavalry. In this life, it seemed like it was still his turn! Not even the future Invincible Great General Li Siye could serve as his substitute!


"You are the Young Marquis this warrior spoke of?"


Before Wang Chong could say anything more, an elderly and energetic voice rang out in his ear. As Wang Chong looked in the direction of the voice, he saw that a group of elders dressed in simple robes were standing across from Li Siye, their expressions stern and their heads held high.


Each of these elders was over the age of forty, and some them were already graying, with heads of silver, at or above the age of seventy.


But even so, none of these elders had the demeanor of an old man.


Wang Chong could sense vast and dreadful auras of power from them, not something any ordinary elder would have.


For Huang Botian to be able to control stone and transform into a thirty-meter-tall Stone General was formidable enough in Wang Chong's view. But in comparison, these elders were clearly on another level.


The auras exuded by some of the elders made even Wang Chong feel pressured.


What a powerful cultivation! Imperial Martial realm… at the lowest, Imperial Martial realm! Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Above the True Martial realm was the Profound Martial realm, and above the Profound Martial realm was the Imperial Martial realm, of which Wang Chong was currently an expert. But these elders standing across from Li Siye were at the Imperial Martial realm or above.


A few of these elders exuded an energy that shocked even Wang Chong. This was not the strength of the Imperial Martial realm, but the Saint Martial realm!


This nameless valley in the Great Tang's southwest was actually hiding this kind of strength! If he had not seen it with his own eyes, Wang Chong wouldn't have dared to believe it.


Two Saint Martial realm, seven Imperial Martial realm… This is Wushang Village's strength from before the calamity. It truly is powerful! And this is probably only the tip of the iceberg!


Wang Chong's eyes shone brightly as countless thoughts flitted through his mind.


Even he had to mentally sigh at such a sight.


Wang Chong had never had a chance to experience the strength of Wushang Village as it was before the calamity. This had been his greatest regret as commander of the Wushang Cavalry. However, the more regret he felt, the more Wang Chong became set on a single idea. No matter what, he had to protect Wushang Village and prevent the tragedy of the otherworldly invasion from repeating itself here.


This powerful strength had better places where it could be used, an even larger stage. It was not meant to die here without any reinforcements. As this thought flashed through Wang Chong's mind, a familiar voice rang out.


【Impromptu Mission: 'Grand Marshal's Summons'!】


【Every Grand Marshal requires soldiers, just like how soldiers require a leader! This is the Grand Marshal's summons! Within three days, the unyielding Wushang must be thoroughly enlisted and the first batch of Wushang Cavalry recruited. For completion of this task, user will be rewarded 600 points of Destiny Energy.】


【If the mission fails, user will gain the hostility of the Wushang and lose this chance to recruit the Wushang. Moreover, the conflict between user's subordinate officer and the Wushang has caused animosity with the Wushang. Due to this, failure will mean forever losing any chance to gain the loyalty of the Wushang!】


……


When he heard the voice of the Stone of Destiny, Wang Chong instantly paled.


Wang Chong had not expected to hear the Stone of Destiny's voice here. From the information the stone had divulged, this operation to recruit the Wushang had suddenly become of a one-time nature, and he only had three days.


It must have been because I sent Li Siye and they fell into conflict, causing the Wushang Chief and the elders to feel hostility toward me, resulting in all this.


Wang Chong's mind was currently in turmoil.


The Stone of Destiny had never given missions without reason, and during the war of the southwest, Wang Chong had gradually begun to realize that rather than giving missions, the Stone of Destiny was using the only method it could to give him well-intentioned warnings.


There was no doubt that the Wushang recruitment mission had encountered an unforeseen mishap.


This is a problem.


Wang Chong's heart slightly sank, but he showed none of his trouble on his face. However, the more difficult the mission, the more determined Wang Chong was. No matter what, he had to subdue the Wushang.


"Correct, this one is precisely the person!"


Wang Chong raised his head to look at the elders, his expression composed and fearless.


Buzz!


Wang Chong's words immediately caused the mood of the plaza to change. The Wushang elders began to look at each other and frown, as if wondering how they would deal with this thorny problem.


Wushang Village was very remote, the mountains surrounding it cutting it off from the world. Not even bandits dared to venture into this place, much less others. But no matter how ignorant and isolated the Wushang were, even they knew that no one within the borders of the land was not the sovereign's subject.


Anyone who lived on the lands of the Central Plains was restricted by the secular authority of the Emperor. Put simply, the Wushang also had to obey the mobilization orders of the Imperial Court.


When they had stolen the token, they had already noticed the words 'Young Marquis', but none of had ever expected this esteemed and lofty marquis to personally appear before them.


For all their boldness and ferocity, even the Wushang knew that this young man of seventeen or eighteen could not be touched.


Now that the matter involved imperial authority, it had become extremely troublesome.



                                                                        Chapter 704: Refusal, the Chief of Wushang Village! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




"Lord Marquis, we did not think that we would be honored by your presence. We have been rude by not going out to welcome you, so please forgive us for our lack of courtesy. This one is called Wu Jiumei and can be considered an elder of Wushang Village. I am afraid that there has been a small misunderstanding, and our villagers had a small conflict with Lord Marquis's subordinates. Previously, we had already refused them three times, but Lord Marquis's subordinates would not listen to reason and forced their way into the village, forcing our hand.


"But even so, we have treated them lightly. Lord Marquis's subordinates are currently being held in the village and we have not done any additional harm. In a little while, I will have the villagers bring out Lord Marquis's subordinates."


The speaker was an elder of seventy or eighty, his hair silver but his complexion hale and hearty. He had a grim expression, and he spoke with dignity and bearing. He clearly had a high status within the village.


Wang Chong said nothing to these words, but behind him, Li Siye gave a long sigh.


This was the first time in the last few days that he had heard anything about his vanished subordinates.


Li Siye suddenly took a few steps forward and whispered into Wang Chong's ear, "Lord Marquis, these people are very strong. If I had not taken out my Wootz Steel sword, I would have already been captured. Lord Marquis must act with utmost caution!"


"I know. You go and rest."


Wang Chong did not turn his head, and his voice was carefree and relaxed.


"Old Sir, this one has no ill intentions. At present, the borders of the empire are facing difficulties, the beacons of war rising up from all around, and troops are dearly needed. When the world is in danger, every person has their duty to save it. The Wushang are brave and excellent fighters, and this one happens to be building a city in Wushang and so came to Wushang to enlist brave warriors.


"I presume that to the Wushang, guarding the border, protecting the people of the Central Plains, and performing a duty for the country would be an honorable deed."


Wang Chong went straight to the point and revealed the purpose of his visit.


In subduing the Wushang, using schemes and tricks was liable to make things worse, so it was better to be frank. In truth, given how things had developed, the Wushang probably already understood what he had come for.


Concealing his intent at a time like this would probably only win him contempt.


As expected, Wu Jiumei and the other Wushang elders seemed unsurprised by Wang Chong's words. It was clear that they had expected this request.


"To receive the Lord Marquis's favor is truly our Wushang Village's honor. But our Wushang Village is isolated from the world and accustomed to peace and security, not very suitable for war."


Without a second thought, Wu Jiumei rejected Wang Chong's invitation.


"Moreover, we Wushang are mountain villagers with limited capabilities. What can our village offer Lord Marquis, who vies for the world? I am afraid that we will let down Lord Marquis's high hopes. Lord Marquis should seek out more qualified individuals. The world is vast, so there must be people more suitable than we Wushang for Lord Marquis's gaze."


"Correct. Lord Marquis, please seek out more qualified individuals elsewhere!"


Several other elders voiced their agreement.


Wushang Village had secluded itself from the world for nearly a thousand years now, and the villagers had always lived a peaceful life that did not seek to contend for the world. This had already become a tradition, and nobody could break it. How could they so easily change their ways due to a few words from Wang Chong?


"Elder is too humble. If even the Wushang are of limited capability, then there is no one capable in this world. All of my subordinates are veterans, elites who contend against one hundred soldiers, but in Wushang Village, they were captured by the warriors of the village in a single encounter. The Wushang are definitely the fiercest warriors of this world!


"If the Great Tang can receive the assistance of the Wushang, its borders will definitely be pacified, the country will prosper, and the people will be safe, protected from the chaos of war. Moreover, the Imperial Court has always generously rewarded warriors who fight on the behalf of the country. I can also promise the assembled elders that as long as Wushang Village responds to the enlistment, I can bestow upon the village large sums of gold and resources as a reward," Wang Chong sincerely said.


With the current influence and power of the Wang Clan, as long as Wang Chong was willing, he could bestow unimaginable wealth, status, and reputation on Wushang Village.


On the other side, Wu Jiumei and the other village elders were displaying a variety of expressions. If Wang Chong's words had been a little tougher, they could have immediately refused. But Wang Chong had been extremely tactful, his words bursting with praise and reverence for the Wushang villagers, leaving the elders unable to say a word.


And most fatal of all was that Wang Chong's subordinates truly had been injured by their villagers.


Wu Jiumei had not expected that those soldiers lying on the ground were elites of the army who could fight against one hundred foes.




"This…"


Wu Jiumei and the elders exchanged glances, their expressions slack and their mouths momentarily speechless.


Right when all the elders were perplexed by how to respond to Wang Chong's words, a voice burst from a stone house deep within Wushang Village. "Young Marquis is an eloquent speaker, earning this decrepit one's admiration, but I advise Lord Marquis to stop wasting breath and scheming in vain!"


"This is!!"


Wang Chong's eyes widened as he remembered that voice. After his battle with Huang Botian on the outskirts of the village, it was this voice that had allowed him entry.


But ever since he had entered the village, Wang Chong had not heard it speak.


"Chief!"


While Wang Chong was thinking, he heard Wu Jiumei's voice tinged with respect. The village elders began to turn their heads toward the voice and bow, their expressions subservient and respectful.


Wang Chong also turned in that direction and saw a white-haired old man, his slightly hunched body clothed in a brown robe. Grasping a rattan cane, he was currently walking out of a stone house several dozen zhang away.


Wang Chong hadn't cared at the start, but with just a glance, he couldn't but widen his eyes in shock. Although that white-haired elder was walking very slowly, his every step seemed to carry the weight of one thousand jun and delivered a powerful mental blow.


His feet did not seem to be stepping on the earth, but on the air, stepping into the heart of every person. He gave off an unfathomable aura of invincibility.


And at this close distance, even though Wang Chong was intently looking, he could not clearly make out the face of the elder. The old man always seemed neither too close nor too far, his face neither too indistinct nor too clear.


What made Wang Chong most apprehensive was that he couldn't sense his energy. It was like the elder was just a shadow and didn't really exist.


Wang Chong's heart shivered at the thought.


When he had just been an ordinary person, he could have disregarded this observation, but he was now in the Imperial Martial realm and skilled in the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art. There was basically no match for him amongst his peers.


Even an expert like Huang Botian and his mastery over the Stone General was powerless against Wang Chong, a plaything in the palm of his hands.


But now, in front of this ordinary white-haired elder, Wang Chong couldn't even sense his energy. This was simply unbelievable.


Saint Martial realm!


Wang Chong's pupils constricted as a thought occurred to him! He wasn't a stranger to this feeling. Zhangchou Jianqiong, Huoshu Huicang, Duan Gequan—Wang Chong had felt this kind of feeling from these experts of the Great General level.


And as the former Grand Marshal of the world, an expert at the peak of the Saint Martial realm, Wang Chong was very familiar with energy of this level.


How is this possible?


Wang Chong's mind was in turmoil. Never had he imagined that this tiny Wushang Village was actually concealing an expert of the Imperial Great General level.


Any country or any faction would see a great rise in influence and status if it got its hands on a Great General expert. They would instantly be able to command the attention of other countries.


For Wushang Village to be hiding such an expert was a massive mental shock for Wang Chong.


Wang Chong suddenly understood why the otherworldly invaders had suffered such a great blow when they attacked Wushang.


An expert of the Great General level leading several Saint Martial experts, a large number of Imperial Martial experts, and fifty to sixty thousand villagers at the True Martial or Profound Martial realm… The strength of Wushang Village was tantamount to a regular army with astonishing strength, a miniature protectorate army.


This was Wang Chong's first time seeing the true depth of Wushang Village's resources.


But even so, Wang Chong could sense a slight ripple of disharmony. Although the white-haired elder had attempted to hide it as well as he could, Wang Chong could still perceive that abnormal ripple.


It seems that not even he can avoid that fate.


Wang Chong seemed to instantly understand what was going on.


"Esteemed elder, I have been rude."


Wang Chong clasped his hands toward the Wushang Village Chief and gave a deferential bow. The elderly deserved respect, and regardless of anything else, the chief was still around as old as his grandfather.


The elder's eyes twinkled for a moment, but his face remained stern and harsh.


"For Young Master to be so young yet already be made a marquis truly makes you a dragon amongst men that leaves a deep impression upon others. But a country has its laws, a clan has its rules, and Wushang Village also has its regulations. No person of Wushang Village is permitted to leave the village and involve themselves with the disputes of the outside world. This is the law set down by our ancestors. Lord Marquis should not waste your efforts. Please return!"


As the white-haired elder grimly spoke, he continued to walk toward the crowd.


His steps were deceptively slow. He was several dozen zhang away when he first began to speak, but by the time he had finished, he was less than ten zhang from Wang Chong.


"Venerable Sir…"


"Lord Marquis, please go back!"


The elder's expression was firm and unquestionable. As he spoke, he opened a palm and aimed it out of the village, clearly intending to send off his guest without giving Wang Chong another chance to speak.


Buzz!


The atmosphere seemed to freeze, and even the temperature dropped a few degrees. Seeing that the enlistment mission had completely failed, Gao Feng, Nie Yan and the others became infuriated. Even Li Siye couldn't help but give a small frown.
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Wang Chong was a marquis of the court, the Son of Heaven's disciple with a courtesy name personally bestowed by the Sage Emperor. Wushang was in Wang Chong's territory, so being administered by Wang Chong and responding to his calls for enlistment were only reasonable. But unexpectedly, Wushang Village would not listen to reason.


Its answer had been rejection without the slightest opportunity for negotiation.


When the villagers thought about how the soldiers that had previously come here had been wounded, they grimaced. It had to be said that with Wang Chong's status, he was completely capable of mobilizing an army to besiege Wushang Village.


"Impudent!"


Gao Feng was the first to lose his cool and stand up to argue for Wang Chong. With Wang Chong's current status, even the heads of those storied and wealthy clans with deep roots had to treat Wang Chong with utmost respect. These people from Wushang were acting far too excessively.


"Gao Feng…"


Wang Chong extended a hand and stopped Gao Feng. He had come to recruit the Wushang, not form grudges. And there was one thing that the Wushang Chief had probably not been lying about: Wushang Village truly did have a tradition that did not permit them to lightly leave the village and enter the outside world.


Otherwise, Wushang Village would not have remained unknown for nearly one thousand years up to the present age.


Wang Chong had heard Fang Xiaoyan talk about this rule, so he knew it well. But laws were dead and people were alive. If this rule truly was unalterable, he would have never become the highest commander of the five thousand world-famous Wushang Cavalry.


No matter what the Wushang Chief said, Wang Chong was confident that there was a way to change this tradition and make them accept the enlistment.


"Eh, Grandpa, why are you here?"


Just when the atmosphere was at its most stagnant, a familiar and childish voice rang out in everyone's ears. Wang Chong turned his head and saw a petite figure at the edge of plaza, a little girl as lithe as a civet cat, swiftly walking over with a large metal chest on her back.


The little girl skipped over and finally noticed that Wang Chong was standing across from the white-haired elder, and her face filled with surprise.


"Eh, Big Brother, why are you here too?"


Buzz!


Just a few words from the girl immediately caused the mood to relax.


"This child…"


The white-haired elder gave a bitter smile, his stern and emotionless face thawing.


"Xiaoyan!"


The elder waved his hand toward the distance as he spoke.


Thinking about it now, it should be about time.


Wang Chong glanced at the girl and smiled, apparently having long expected this scene.


"Grandpa, I forgot to tell you, these are friends I made on the outside. They gave me a big chest of wujian grass. Haha, now I don't have to leave for quite a few days and can play with Luoluo in the village."


The girl bounded forward, quickly arriving next to the elder's leg and giving it a big hug. She began to rub against it like a kitten, and the white-haired elder didn't know if he should laugh or cry.


"Oh, that's right," the girl said, turning her head to Wang Chong. "Big Brother, this chest isn't bad. After giving the wujian grass to the elder, I kept the chest. It's perfect as a nest for my Luoluo."


"Haha, it's fine as long as you like it," Wang Chong said with a smile.


"Xiaoyan, you worked the entire day. Are you tired?"


"Grandaunt has prepared a few snacks for you. They're on the table, and you can take them when you want."


"Little rascal, don't only worry about that fox. You should also remember to keep up your training!"


The Wushang elders began to greet the girl, their eyes revealing expressions of adoration and love. Their attitude was completely different from when they confronted Wang Chong.


"I know, I know."


The girl waved her hand and tapped her mouth, looking impatient. She quickly turned her gaze to Wang Chong.


"That's right. Big Brother, did you find your friend?"


"I found him."


Wang Chong smiled and nodded as he shot a glance at Li Siye.


"So it was them!"


The girl's brow slightly furrowed, but she quickly regained her happy demeanor.


"It's fine as long as you found them. Grandpa, they're all my friends, so you can't bully them. Big Brother, I can't keep chatting with you. I need to find my Luoluo."


The girl immediately ran off with her chest, excitedly rushing to the other end of the plaza.


As they watched the girl run off, the white-haired elder and the others couldn't help but give a helpless smile. After playing around with the girl, they could no longer keep up such cold expressions.


"Lord Marquis, Xiaoyan has never been willing to get close to outsiders. Since she was willing to speak on your behalf, then at the very least, your character is not bad and you are not evildoers. But Wushang Village has its laws. These were set down by the ancestors, and even as Chief, I cannot defy them. I hope that Lord Marquis can understand this and that this is not because our Wushang Village does not wish to help. Thus, Lord Marquis, please go back!"


The white-haired elder spoke with a much gentler tone, but his meaning was exactly the same. He had no intention of softening his stance.


Li Siye, Gao Feng, and Nie Yan turned to Wang Chong. Wushang Village would not respond to the enlistment, so they could only see how Wang Chong would respond.


"Haha, Venerable Sir, since this is the case, then it's inappropriate for me to force things. However, it is getting late and Wushang Village is surrounded by steep mountains and precipitous cliffs, with the slightest misstep leading into a fall down a deep abyss. Is it possible to stay for the night and leave tomorrow?"


Wang Chong glanced up at the darkening sky as he spoke.




"This…"


The elder's thick eyebrows furrowed. His instinct was to refuse, but when he thought of the girl, he hesitated.


"Fine, but you must leave at daybreak. Elder Jiu, bring them into the village to rest. When they leave at daybreak, release their subordinates as well."


"Yes, Chief."


Wu Jiumei nodded and turned to face Wang Chong.


"Guests, please come with me. But only for one night. After one night, you must leave, no matter what."




"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded, but he did not begin to move his feet.


"Venerable Sir, I know that your mind is made up and will be very difficult to change. I also know that no matter what I say, it would be very difficult for you to believe in my words. But I have a word of heartfelt advice that I hope Venerable Sir will heed!"


"Oh?"


The Wushang Chief frowned, his face doubtful. Even Wu Jiumei stopped, not understanding what the Young Marquis of the Great Imperial Court was up to.


Especially when the Chief had already so clearly refused him.


"Don't eat rock salt!"


With these words, Wang Chong tarried no longer, bringing Li Siye, Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the other soldiers to follow Wu Jiumei. Behind him, the white-haired Wushang Chief's body trembled, and he began to look pensively at Wang Chong.


……


Night set in and the sky filled with stars.


In a stone house at the very edge of Wushang Village, Wang Chong, Li Siye, Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the guards from the great clans of the capital gathered.


Gao Feng suddenly broke the silence. "Lord Marquis, what should we do? We have to leave at daybreak. Will we really have to give up like this?"


"Although the people of Wushang are very stubborn and difficult to subdue, if we can recruit them, they would be a very powerful force," Nie Yan said, a contemplative look on his face.


The people of Wushang Village were xenophobic and cared nothing for the decrees of the Imperial Court, and had even almost broken the decorated general Li Siye, but to tell the truth, this was also proof of their valiant strength.


Such a reclusive village that no faction was currently after was truly a paradise for recruiting elite soldiers. To let it go would truly be a great pity. In his short time in Wushang Village, Nie Yan's mind had been completely overturned, mostly because of the sight of those Wushang villagers lifting massive stones weighing thousands of jin to train.


Such a magnificent scene could probably not be witnessed anywhere else but Wushang!


"My apologies, Lord Marquis. I ruined the mission and let down Lord Marquis!"


Li Siye lowered his head, his face ashamed.


This two-meter-tall giant rarely lowered himself to others, but at this moment, he bowed down to Wang Chong and the other elite guards. Recruiting soldiers should have been a simple affair.


When Li Siye left the capital, he had been brimming with resolve, even promising Wang Chong that he would definitely accomplish the mission.


A man's promise was worth a thousand taels of gold!


But there was no doubt that he had ruined the mission.


Ever since he had obeyed the summons from Wang Chong and left Beiting, Li Siye had always done his utmost to complete a mission, no matter how difficult, whether it was exterminating the Black Dragon Bandits, spreading the plague over the Tibetan Plateau, or burning the granaries and cutting off any retreat for the Mengshe Zhao.


But this time, in this obscure Wushang Village, Li Siye had stumbled.


Not only had he failed to accomplish the mission, half of his soldiers had been captured. He had even used his invincible Wootz Steel sword, but in the end, he was still no match for the Wushang.


"Haha, Siye, there's no need to blame yourself. I know that you did your best."


Wang Chong patted Li Siye on his broad back, comforting him, his face showing no concern.


"In this vast world, there's always someone better than you. Although the Wushang don't have any sort of reputation, hasn't it always been said that no reputation doesn't necessarily mean no strength? In truth, let alone you, even if Lord Zhangchou himself came to this place, he would have to leave in defeat."
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Buzz!


The moment Wang Chong spoke, everyone else in the room trembled and raised their heads to stare at Wang Chong. Even Li Siye widened his eyes and looked at Wang Chong with disbelief on his face.


Anyone from the capital knew that the 'Lord Zhangchou' that Wang Chong spoke of was the new Minister of War, Zhangchou Jianqiong. He had another title, that of Annan Protector-General, and an even better-known one, 'Tiger of the Empire'.


This title not only represented Zhangchou Jianqiong's sterling reputation and prestige. It also represented the strength of an elite Imperial Great General, a strength that countless people in the world could only look up to.


All Imperial Great Generals were transcendent experts at the peak of the Saint Martial realm!


Although Li Siye was confident in himself, he also knew that he was quite a way from reaching the Minister of War, the Tiger of the Empire. And yet Wang Chong had just said that even if Minister of War Zhangchou Jianqiong were here, he would also be forced to retreat in defeat…


"Heh, you should have noticed at least a little. Correct! That chief of Wushang Village is a Saint Martial expert on the same level as Zhangchou Jianqiong!" Wang Chong lightly said. "With his strength and the strength of all those elders and villagers, even Zhangchou Jianqiong would be forced back, much less us!"


Boom!


These words from Wang Chong said in such a careless manner were like a boulder crashing into the minds of his subordinates, like massive waves thundering at their ears. All of their eyes widened in shock and awe.


Although Li Siye's reaction was not as obvious, the shock he received was no less.


"A Saint Martial realm expert?"


"How is this possible?"


"That white-bearded man? He barely seemed capable of walking!"


……


Although all their minds were in disorder, none of them doubted Wang Chong's words. In things like this, Wang Chong's judgment would never be wrong.


Truthfully speaking, they had actually been extremely angry at the unreasonableness of the Wushang. Not only had they refused to respond to a decree from the Imperial Court, they had even attacked the soldiers. Some of the guards had even wanted to have the army attack Wushang Village.


But now that they heard that Wushang Village had a peak Saint Martial realm expert presiding over it, none of them dared to harbor such thoughts!


"Lord Marquis, what is the background of these Wushang? How could an ordinary village be this formidable?" Gao Feng couldn't help but ask, his eyes wide.


"This question… is one that I'd also like to know the answer to."


As Wang Chong looked at the numerous stars outside the window, a light flashed in his eyes.


There were many secrets regarding Wushang Village. That the Wushang could traverse the mountains so easily could be set aside. After all, this was truly a very steep and arduous environment, so developing such skills over a long period of time wasn't that strange.


But the formation and mental attacks used by those two elders on the perimeter of the village could not be explained by the environment.


And before stepping into Wushang Village, Wang Chong had never imagined that the Wushang Chief was a peak Saint Martial realm expert.


There were many secrets that not even the Wang Chong of the last life knew about.


Of course, the him from the last life had no chance to delve into these secrets. But now he could try again. All the Wushang elders were still alive, and even Fang Xiaoyan had not yet matured into that naughty and savage girl from his last life.


He could finally explore the roots of Wushang Village!


But before all that, it was far more urgent to change the Wushang Chief's mind and recruit the first batch of soldiers from Wushang Village.


"Just leave this matter to me. All of you should go and rest first."


With these words, Wang Chong quickly fell into thought.


Ice three feet thick would not form from a single day of cold, and the traditions of Wushang Village could not be altered in one day and night, especially when the great calamity had not yet occurred.


But no matter how difficult the task was, Wang Chong had to think of a way to change their attitude.


He had once commanded the Wushang, and at a time like this, he needed the help of the renowned Wushang Cavalry more than ever.


If my predictions are right, that incident is about to take place!


With this thought, Wang Chong slowly looked up at the sky. A crescent moon hung in the sky, a common night scene in Wushang Village.


But if one looked carefully, one would notice that the crescent moon was undergoing a subtle transformation. It was growing thinner and thinner, fainter and fainter.


And as the crescent moon underwent this transformation, all the stars and the entirety of Wushang Village also began to grow darker. Everything seemed to be covered by a dark veil.


This was a lunar eclipse!


Wang Chong clearly remembered that before the calamity, Wushang Village experienced an incident where many of its elders and villagers suddenly died in a single night.


On that night, two or three thousand Wushang died, and Fang Xiaoyan's grandfather, the white-haired elder who Wang Chong had spoken to during the day, ended up heavily injured. He survived, but half his body was paralyzed and his strength suffered a drastic drop.


And Fang Xiaoyan's Granduncle Jiu, Wu Jiumei, also died in this incident.


If not for this incident, Wushang Village would not have suffered such great losses in the future.


If Wang Chong had not seen what he saw during the day, he could have put aside the matter, but now that he knew that the Wushang Chief was a peak Saint Martial realm expert on par with Zhangchou Jianqiong, Geshu Han, and Fumeng Lingcha, he could not sit by and do nothing.


Each peak Saint Martial expert was a most precious treasure for the current Great Tang. Not a single one could be allowed to suffer any sort of mishap.


If he were to allow the peak Saint Martial Wushang Chief to be lost as he watched, he would feel a deep regret for the rest of his life.


There wasn't much information about that incident. Wang Chong only knew that it took place during a lunar eclipse, when Yin energy was at its strongest.


This was why, before he left the capital, Wang Chong had requested some calculations from the Bureau of Rites.


In the ten years around the calamity, a lunar eclipse occurred three times in the Great Tang. One was five years ago, another was three months after the calamity, and the other one should be right now. If everything goes as expected, that incident should be taking place right now, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


"Ah!"


In a flash, while Wang Chong was still thinking, a scream came from outside the room, breaking the serenity of Wushang Village.


"Elder Du! Hurry and send help!"


The silent Wushang Village suddenly fell into chaos. While that voice was still hanging in the air, another scream came from yet another direction.


Wang Chong paled and he shot out of the room like a loosed arrow.


"Li Siye, Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the rest of you, follow me. Bring those things I had you prepare!"


Wang Chong's voice was still echoing in the room, but he had already vanished.


……


Wushang Village at night was very peaceful. This place was cut off from the world, surrounded by the mountains, and all its people maintained the custom of working during the day and resting after sunset.


Thus, when Wang Chong and his group entered the stone house to rest, they heard no sounds from outside.


But the current Wushang Village was in complete mayhem. Standing on the main plaza, Wang Chong could see that the pitch-black Wushang Village was now brightly lit. He had heard only one or two screams at the start, but they were now coming from all corners.


The wailing of women and the sobbing of children, the sounds of people alarmed by the screams and rushing out of their homes to give aid—all these sounds were coming from every direction.


It really did happen!


As the wind roared around him, Wang Chong raised his head and glanced at the sky. The moon had already completely vanished, leaving the entire world dark. At this moment, Wang Chong's mind was in as much disorder as his disheveled hair.


Even though he had heard about that incident in Wushang Village, only by experiencing it for himself did he truly know how severe it was. This was not a problem of one or two people, nor a problem of one hundred or two hundred people. This was two or three thousand people simultaneously being afflicted by a lethal disaster.


There was nothing he could do if he wasn't there, but since he was in Wushang Village, as their former commander, he could not allow this to continue. After all, although the Wushang were a little proud, during the calamity, they were the most loyal, courageous, and respected soldiers in the entire world.


The five thousand Wushang Cavalry fought until the last man, never retreating. Until their final moments, they fought a battle to the death with the otherworldly invaders, defending this land, defending the Central Plains.


They were the best warriors, the most loyal subordinates. This was why Wang Chong needed to subdue them no matter what.


The Wushang were unruly, xenophobic, and difficult to tame, and they also had a deep-rooted tradition, but once he subdued them, they would become the most reliable warriors.


A fiery steed was difficult to tame! This was a principle that every horseman understood!


"Granduncle Jiu!"


A heart-wrenching scream suddenly broke through the night air. Wang Chong paled and instantly rushed toward the voice. Winds howled around him as countless stone houses flitted by.


At this moment, Wang Chong's mind was filled with countless thoughts…


In all of Wushang Village, only one person was addressed as 'Granduncle Jiu', the Wu Jiumei he had met during the day. In Wushang Village, Wu Jiumei was only second to the Chief in terms of seniority. Although he had an inflexible personality, 'Granduncle Jiu' was extremely caring toward Fang Xiaoyan.


Thus, back then, other than the passing of her grandfather, Fang Xiaoyan felt the greatest sadness and regret over the death of Granduncle Jiu. This event would continue to weigh her down for many years. On the anniversary of Granduncle Jiu's death, Fang Xiaoyan would be particularly depressed, spending the entire day wallowing in grief.


Now that everything could be done over and he was now in Wushang Village, Wang Chong could not permit this event to take place again.
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Wang Chong moved with incredible speed, and in the blink of an eye, he neared the area the screams had originated from. In the distance, Wang Chong could see a brightly lit stone house ringed by Wushang villagers, all of their faces fraught with concern.


"Who goes there!"


"It's those outsiders!!"


"What are you planning! Hurry and leave!"


"Stop, hurry and stop! Or else don't blame us for being rude!"


……


The Wushang villagers watched Wang Chong approach with great apprehension and vigilance. A few villagers immediately stepped forward and began to shout, hoping that Wang Chong would stop and keep a distance.


It's too late!


Wang Chong was deeply concerned.


Everyone in Wushang Village maintained an extreme vigilance and aversion toward him, which was why Wang Chong had not brought up this tragedy during the day. No one would believe him, and in the worst case, the Wushang would believe that he was cursing them and immediately drive him out.


But this time was different. Probably not even the Wushang knew just how many people they would lose tonight.


The Wushang were far too powerful. Even Gao Feng and Nie Yan, who had fought alongside him on the battlefield, sighed in praise at their strength. But Wang Chong was deeply aware that the power of the Wushang came with a price. Beneath the veneer of power were a terrible drawback and pain that no ordinary person could imagine.


This drawback was normally bearable, but on the night of a lunar eclipse, it would suddenly explode in intensity.


This was the Achilles' Heel of the Wushang.


"Make way!"


Wang Chong's eyes turned cold. He had no time for explanations, and he shook his wrists, unleashing a powerful wave of Stellar Energy, creating an energy vortex in a radius of several zhang around him.


Boom!


Before the Wushang could approach, they were sent flying by an invisible energy.


"Impudent!"


A harsh voice came from the entrance to the stone house as a Wushang elder that Wang Chong had seen during the day charged out, his face ashen. Accompanying him were five small swords floating in the air.


Bzzt!


These five small swords were about the size of thumbs and seemed insignificant while floating in the air. However, the aura they exuded was like that of one thousand jun, as heavy as mountains. It made one feel like Mount Tai itself was hanging over their head, that their life was hanging by a thread.


Metal element ability!


Wang Chong's face also flickered.


Wushang Village was surrounded by mountains, so it was easy to train Earth element abilities here, especially those related to stone. Huang Botian's Stone General was one such case. But the Wushang elder before him could actually use the Metal element, and he seemed even more powerful than Huang Botian in his Stone General.


This Wushang Village surrounded by rocks was truly an inconceivable place.


It's the Five Elements Sword Mountain!


Wang Chong suddenly remembered something.


The majority of Wushang Village's martial arts were related to stone and earth, but nothing was absolute. Wang Chong knew that one elder of the village had cultivated the Metal element, and his martial art was called 'Five Elements Sword Mountain'. He was exceptionally powerful and was Wushang Village's sole Metal element warrior.


'Five Elements Sword Mountain' was extremely powerful, and its most unique point was the five small swords.


Each of these swords weighed more than one thousand jun. Unlike other swords, they relied not on their edge, but their incredible weight. Any person who dared to underestimate them even slightly would end up having their body pulverized.


Alas, this Metal element elder's emergence was as brief as the morning dew. Just like the others, he died in the great calamity.


Wang Chong hadn't expected that he would run into him.


"My apologies for my offense!"


Even though he knew who this elder was, not only did Wang Chong not back down, he increased his speed as he charged toward the elder.


"Seeking death!"


The elder's eyes chilled. Elder Wu Jiumei was currently injured and time was urgent. No matter how high Wang Chong's status was, even if he might be a marquis, he was still an outsider. If he still tried to force his way through, the elder could not be blamed for what came next.


Boom!


The five small swords began to ring in the air. Though only several inches long, they were like whales in the ocean, leaving massive vortices in their wake as they shot through the air. With this sudden burst of speed, the five swords shot toward Wang Chong like five mountains.


If struck, Wang Chong would instantly be pulped, his body pounded into paste!


Wang Chong lightly snorted at this sight, no fear in his eyes. 'Five Elements Sword Mountain' truly was powerful, with one small sword being equivalent to a mountain. Yet not even the 'Five Elements Sword Mountain' was a match for one of the Ten Supreme Arts of the Central Plains, the greatest of the evil arts, the 'Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art'!


Rumble! Wang Chong shot toward the five swords like a cannonball. As he approached them, Wang Chong immediately pushed the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art to its limit.


Buzz! In the blink of an eye, a massive attractive force exploded out of Wang Chong's body. Space in a radius of ten-some zhang began to twist, along with everything else within that area.


The Metal element elder standing in the stone house instantly felt like everything outside the house had begun to twist and grow blurry. Not only that, the five swords he had sent out were altering their course under the influence of some inconceivably powerful force.


"Not good!"


The elder paled, knowing that he had underestimated this Young Marquis. He instantly began to circulate more Stellar Energy, his dantian resonating as he attempted to gain back control and stop Wang Chong. But he was too late.


Bzzt! A thin and slender palm, like that of a ghost, suddenly pressed against the elder's belly, on his dantian. The elder's Stellar Energy immediately began to flood out, pouring into Wang Chong's body.


However, the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art's dominance did not merely reside in something like absorbing energy. The moment Wang Chong touched the elder's body, the Stellar Energy within the elder grew turbulent, falling out of his control and into Wang Chong's.


And if an elite expert were to have all his Stellar Energy controlled by another, they would instantly turn from this supreme expert into an ordinary person who couldn't even truss a chicken, incapable of any sort of counterattack.


Such was the terror of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art. Once one got close, the only fate awaiting a person was death, of being sucked dry of energy.


"Senior, I've wronged you!"


Upon gaining control of the elder's Stellar Energy, Wang Chong pulled with both hands and threw him outside, at the same time, sealing off his acupuncture points and Stellar Energy.


If one did not want to kill a person with the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, this move was the most straightforward. Of the older experts of the martial world, the Demonic Emperor Old Man had captured and humiliated many of them using this method.


As someone personally taught by the Demonic Emperor Old Man, Wang Chong was far too familiar with this move.


After dealing with the Metal element elder, Wang Chong immediately charged into the house. A turpentine lamp faintly illuminated the simple room.


A stone bed had been placed in the innermost depths of the house. Wang Chong saw that Wushang Elder Wu Jiumei was lying on the bed, his two eyes showing their whites and his mouth foaming. His thin body was as stiff as a board, and his skin was suffused with a blackish hue.


The veins under his skin were bulging out and twitching like earthworms.


"What are you doing?"


"Lord Marquis, didn't we already agree? You will leave at daybreak. The matters of the village are none of your concern!"


"Leave, leave, hurry! If you don't leave now, we can't be blamed for treating you rudely!"


……


By the bed, several Protectors and elders no weaker than Huang Botian viewed Wang Chong warily, their expressions stern. Although they had permitted Wang Chong to stay for the night, the wariness the Wushang had of outsiders was not that easy to dispel.


Especially at a time like this!


"Lord Marquis, please mind your manners!"


With these last words, the bearish Wushang Protectors immediately tensed up, prepared to attack. If Wang Chong made the slightest strange movement or took another step forward, they would immediately attack as one.


"Whether I leave or not is a matter for tomorrow, but isn't the most urgent matter at hand Elder Wu? It looks to me like he won't be able to last for very long," Wang Chong said, peering behind those people.


At Wang Chong's words, they all immediately turned around. Wu Jiumei's stiff body had suddenly begun to shudder and twitch. Not only that, blood was beginning to leak out of his mouth and the corners of his eyes.


This was a sign that his organs had been injured.


"What's going on?"


The Wushang paled in alarm. No matter how slow they could be, even they could tell that Wu Jiumei's condition was extremely poor. For blood to be leaking out of the eyes and mouth, black blood at that, meant that his internal organs were damaged.


This sort of illness wouldn't be as serious in a younger individual, but Wu Jiumei was very old. If a solution could not be found, the situation was liable to end very poorly.


"Wujian grass! Quickly, use wujian grass!"


"Elder has already taken it, but it showed no effect."


"Elder's body has been afflicted by this illness for a long time, and because he's taken too much wujian grass already, these things no longer have any effect."


"Then what do we do! Think of a way, think!"


"Call the Chief! Only the Chief knows what to do."


"I've already sent someone, but Botian and the others still haven't come back!"


……


The room instantly fell into disarray. At this moment, no one had any mind for Wang Chong. Whoosh! In a split second, while the room was in chaos and everyone had their minds on other things, a silhouette shot toward the side of the bed. Two fingers of the right hand extended out, opened Wu Jiumei's mouth, and thrust a pill inside.


"Bastard!"


"Halt!"


"What are you doing?!"


……


The Wushang all paled. No one had expected Wang Chong to exploit their lack of attention.
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"Don't panic. I have no relationship with Elder Wu, so why would I harm him? Moreover… given Elder Wu's current condition, would I even need to harm him?"


Wang Chong put his hands behind his back and swiftly retreated, a smile on his lips.


Before the other elders present could say anything, a Wushang Protector angrily roared, "Our Wushang Village doesn't need your interference. Speak! What medicine did you make the elder eat?" His hands clenched into fists and his body trembled, a clear sign that he was at his breaking point.


Although the village had already ordered that this youth was a marquis of the court and could not be recklessly attacked, these repeated incidents were truly too much.


"If anything happens to the elder, don't blame us for getting rough!" the other Protector growled.


"Relax; nothing will happen," Wang Chong indifferently replied, his face calm and relaxed, unperturbed even in the face of these enraged Wushang Protectors. However, those shaking fingers at his back, where no one else could see, revealed his true state of mind.


There was clearly something strange. Wang Chong clearly remembered that Wu Jiumei had only been injured in this incident, but right now, Wu Jiumei's feeble breathing and the black blood leaking out of his lips and the corners of his eyes portended something far worse.


This definitely not something as simple as a heavy injury. A poor treatment would lead to death.


I hope that the pill works as normal! Wang Chong anxiously thought.


He could sense that the Wushang Village incident in this life was a little different from the one in his last life. While Wu Jiumei came away from that incident with severe injuries, he now seemed about to die in it.


With things having changed, he could no longer be so certain about many things.


"Ahhhhh!"


Just when he was beginning to get concerned, an elderly voice suddenly gave out a long sigh. This voice caused everyone to shudder and turn to the bed.


On the bed, Wu Jiumei's eyes, which had been showing their whites, had suddenly rolled back, revealing those slightly turbid yet pitch-black pupils.


And with this long sigh, the blackish hue on his skin slowly began to retreat, first from his face, then his neck, his arms, and then down through the rest of his body to his legs. A rosy hue began to emerge on his body.


Not only that, Wu Jiumei's eyes were moving, quickly falling on the Wushang Protectors and elders at his bed.


"Chongli! Yunwen!"


Wu Jiumei called out the names of two elders. Although his voice was a little weak, he could still be heard loud and clear.


"Elder!"


In the room, those villagers who had been attending upon him, ferrying around water and towels, were ecstatic and immediately rushed over.


"Wonderful, Elder is awake! Elder is awake!"


And this wasn't all. Shortly after, Wu Jiumei rubbed his head and, under everyone else's flabbergasted gazes, slowly sat up on the bed.


"!!!"


Shock!


Endless shock!


As they watched Wu Jiumei sit on the bed like nothing had ever happened to him, all the villagers turned to Wang Chong, the astonishment in their eyes difficult to describe. Those Protectors who had viewed Wang Chong with so much hostility had particularly complicated expressions.


"Impossible! No medicine can be this formidable!"


The elder that Wu Jiumei had called 'Yunwen' quickly stepped forward and gripped one of Wu Jiumei's arms. Wu Jiumei's pulse was stable and was gradually improving, his heart beating faster and more steadily.


This was not merely a complete recovery, as the pulse was growing even steadier than it normally was.


Instantly, Elder Yunwen turned to Wang Chong standing by the door, his expression one of shock, astonishment, and an indescribable excitement.


Wang Chong merely smiled.


Elder He Yunwen quickly turned back his head and tightly grasped Wu Jiumei's hand, his voice fraught with worry as he asked, "Brother Jiu, how do you feel? How do your neck and shoulder, right leg, back, and organs feel? Do they hurt?"


"Very good. It doesn't hurt. What's wrong…"


Wu Jiumei slowly moved his body as he replied confusedly to the questions. Though he did not know why He Yunwen was asking these questions at the start, as he inadvertently gave his answer, he immediately noticed something. His entire body froze, his face flabbergasted.


For a moment, the room was deathly still, everyone looking in a single direction in extreme excitement.


"Impossible! We people of Wushang Village might be powerful, but starting from the age of three, everyone begins to suffer from a faint ache. At the end of every month or when the stars dim, when Yin energy is at its strongest, our entire body will begin to convulse. Many people even die before the age of fifty. A sorcerer that the village invited said that it was a problem of fengshui.


"Elder Wu is seventy or eighty, and his condition is more serious than that of anyone else in the village. How could he suddenly get better?"


The mutterings of some person in the room voiced the questions on everyone's mind.


People who arrived at Wushang Village for the first time would sigh in praise at the immense strength trained through living in this harsh environment, but very few people knew of the price of this strength. For all of their lives, every Wushang would have to endure an internal ache that only grew worse with age.


Generation after generation, cohort after cohort—none were excluded.


Elder Wu had suffered from such a severe breakout, with even black blood dribbling from his lips, because of his advanced age and the increasing severity of the condition. In that moment, many people believed that he would die. But no one had expected him to suddenly recover, and not merely recover. Even his ragged pulse had steadied.


Elder Wu's condition would not recover for no reason. The only possibility was the pill that Wang Chong had made him swallow!


Shock, disbelief, and a deep excitement and craving… all sorts of emotions were running through the minds of the villagers in the room. If Wang Chong's pill was useful even for someone of Elder Wu's age, wouldn't that mean that everyone could use the pill?


Even the most hostile of villagers began to relax their stance toward Wang Chong, and they looked toward him like he was some sort of wishing star.


He Yunwen suppressed his excitement and asked, "Lord Marquis… if you do not mind, can you tell me what sort of pill you had Elder consume?"


Wang Chong only smiled and opened his palm, offering yet another one of the pills.


Wang Chong's efforts had not been wasted. He could clearly sense that the Wushang's attitude toward him had undergone a complete reversal, and all this was because of the pills he had brought.


Slap!


Before He Yunwen could take the pill, a palm slapped it out of Wang Chong's hand and onto the ground.


"Elder, have you gone crazy? He's an outsider! How could he be so kindhearted, and how could he have a method of resolving our Wushang's hidden disease? We Wushang have tried for centuries and still haven't solved this problem, so how could an outsider do it? This must be coincidence—it must be because Elder consumed so much wujian grass that its medicinal effects built up in his body, the accumulated effect bursting out at this moment to cure Elder's illness."


A stocky Wushang villager of around thirty years, with a bright red cut on his left cheek, harshly shouted. His eyes were staring at Wang Chong with deep malice, and his loathing seemed greater than anyone else's.


It's him.


Wang Chong had initially not cared, but when he saw the cut, he remembered. When he was fighting with Qin Qicheng, there was one villager who fought more fiercely than the rest, so aggressive that even Qin Qicheng found it hard to control him.


When Wang Chong sent him flying, a rock had brushed past this villager's cheek, leaving a wound from which blood bubbled out. But that villager's gaze toward Wang Chong seemed to only grow even more ferocious. This had left a very deep impression on Wang Chong.


It seems like he's holding a grudge over that incident.


Wang Chong suddenly understood.


"I've said what I wanted to say and done what I wanted to do. Since you don't believe, then forget it. I just don't know if all the other people tonight will be like Elder Wu, able to rely on their accumulated stores of wujian grass in their bodies to spontaneously heal," Wang Chong said. He tilted his head and listened for a moment, then turned and left.


Outside the stone house, screams were rising and falling, more and more adding to the din. This night of the lunar eclipse was to be a sleepless night for Wushang Village.


"Wait a moment!"


Seeing that Wang Chong was about to leave and hearing all the screams, Wu Jiumei hurriedly raised an arm and called Wang Chong back.


But at this moment, there was an unexpected event.


Bang!


Like a block of wood dropping to the floor, the middle-aged villager who had been yelling at Wang Chong just a few moments ago suddenly fell to the floor.


His teeth were clenched, his complexion wan, and his body was unmoving.


"Wanshi, Wanshi… what's wrong?"


Everyone was stunned and hurried over, squatting down and gathering around him.


"Not good—his illness is breaking out!"


"The condition is serious. His entire body is convulsing."


"Bring a towel and separate his teeth. Don't let him bite his own tongue."


"Not good! Elder, his pulse is getting weaker and weaker, and his temperature is rapidly falling. If this continues, I'm afraid…"


……


The quick and unexpected onset left everyone panicked. He Wanshi had collapsed too suddenly and his illness was advancing too quickly. In a few moments, his body temperature had plunged and a blackish hue was beginning to spread over his body.


None of the villagers were a stranger to this condition. This was a sign that the Wushang's ailment was breaking out, and this was a symptom of the most serious form of the condition. Any Wushang villager who was about to die showed these signs.


If this continued, He Wanshi… His chances of survival were slim.
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"Stand aside and let me through!" A voice suddenly came from the back of the crowd.


"Elder Wu!!"


The villagers turned around and realized to their consternation that the determined Wu Jiumei was slowly getting out of bed.


"Elder! Don't move around!"


"You're still not recovered. You should lay down and rest."


"That's right! If you were to encounter some mishap, none of us would be able to bear the consequences."


……


The villagers began to advise him to sit back down.


"Bastards! At a time like this, all of you are still in the mood to talk about things like this?"


Wu Jiumei's expression was stern as he pushed aside the crowd. Though tottering and swaying, he got out of the bed with abnormal resolve. He walked through the crowd, picked the pill off the ground, pried upon He Wanshi's mouth, and stuffed the pill inside.


"Bring some water over!"


A villager quickly brought over a cup of water, and Wu Jiumei used it to help He Wanshi swallow the pill. A few moments later, He Wanshi gave a long groan and began to cough, his complexion quickly turning ruddy.


"Elder!"


He Wanshi opened his eyes and looked perplexedly at Wu Jiumei.


Smack!


A hand gave He Wanshi a hefty slap, leaving He Wanshi dumbstruck, as well as the other villagers. No one had expected that the first thing Wu Jiumei would do upon He Wanshi's awakening was to give him a slap.


"Elder!"


He Wanshi's face was flabbergasted, his entire body frozen in shock.


But Wu Jiumei and his somber face ignored him, instead turning to Wang Chong.


"Lord Marquis, we've offended you! I represent the village in apologizing to Lord Marquis. I hope that Lord Marquis will not take offense."


Wu Jiumei gave a deep bow.


Although he was old and had been dizzy from the breakout of his illness, he had not taken complete leave of his senses. Although he had not been able to speak, he had been able to clearly sense everything that was going on around him.


And besides, he was an extremely senior elder of Wushang Village, a powerful expert in his own right. How could he not be able to sense what was going on around him?


But Wu Jiumei had not expected that the person who had rushed in to save him had been one of those outsiders he had so utterly rejected.


"Haha, just a few minor trifles. There's no need for Elder to be so polite."


Wang Chong waved his hand, knowing that his efforts had finally proved useful.


Wang Chong had wanted to help out in this emergency, but he was helpless against the extremely conservative and exclusionary attitude of the Wushang. Fortunately, the Wushang had a few people who understood what was going on. Although there had been a few twists and turns, his plan had finally succeeded.


"For Lord Marquis's great kindness, Wu Jiumei will thank Lord Marquis on behalf of the entire village!"


As Wu Jiumei spoke, he straightened his body and then gave another deep bow.


"Elder is speaking too seriously!" Wang Chong said with a faint smile. Although there had been a few unpleasantries during the day, Elder Wu was still someone who could be worked with. Although he was rather conservative, he wasn't so far gone that he would doggedly cling to old traditions.


"But Wu Jiumei has a presumptuous request. That pill… how much of it does Lord Marquis have? Can some of them be given to us? This is extremely important for Wushang Village. I hope that Lord Marquis can forgive our past misdeeds and assist us!"


Wu Jiumei was doing his best to remain composed, but his twitching eyes revealed his true emotions.


The screams heard from outside the house were of a different character from the previous incidents. In all Wu Jiumei's life, he had never encountered such a grim situation. Moreover, as one who had personally lived through the experience, Wu Jiumei was deeply aware that this would not end in something as simple as aches and injuries.


But no matter how anxious he was, Wu Jiumei had to restrain himself. During the day, he had treated these outsiders too harshly, refused too curtly, and he had even injured some of their comrades. To seek help at a time like this, even Wu Jiumei found it difficult to form the words.


Purely based on Wushang Village's attitude toward them, the outsiders had no reason to help them!


Wu Jiumei wouldn't find it strange at all if Wang Chong refused.


But Wang Chong's answer took Wu Jiumei by surprise.


"Of course I can!"


Wang Chong's answer was clear and straightforward, and he grinned as he spoke.


……


The entirety of Wushang Village instantly became a hive of activity. Anyone that could still stand, even the women and children, joined in the effort. In Wang Chong's initial prediction, two or three thousand Wushang should have had their disease flare up in this lunar eclipse, resulting in injury or death.


But now that he was in the thick of it, he realized that he had deeply underestimated the effects of this incident.


The flapping of a butterfly's wings tens of thousands of li away could cause a hurricane on the other side of the ocean, and Wang Chong was this butterfly. The disaster being visited upon Wushang Village seemed far more serious than the one he remembered.


Based on the number of screams, the deaths could reach seven or eight thousand, perhaps more.


This sort of loss was not something Wushang Village could handle.


By the time he walked out of the house, he could see that everyone had pale and panicked expressions.


"Gao Feng, Nie Yan, did you bring it?"


"Lord Marquis, we've all brought it!"


"Li Siye, I leave this matter to you. Bring Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the pills, and go with Elder He Yunwen. Dissolve the pills in water and give it to the villagers to drink."


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


"Elder Wu, let's leave the village to them. Please take me to the Chief's house. We have an even more urgent matter to attend to."


……


As they walked through the plaza, Wang Chong gave out a string of orders. When the people were panicked and in disarray, the rationality and composure that Wang Chong had refined through the battlefield was of great use to him.


The Wushang villagers subconsciously accepted Wang Chong's order and began to organize.


Meanwhile, Wang Chong followed Elder Wu to the Wushang Chief's residence.


Although he had already obtained the trust of an important elder like Wu Jiumei, and Li Siye and the others were helping out with dealing with the effects of the lunar eclipse, Wang Chong was still deeply concerned about the Wushang Village Chief, Fang Xiaoyan's grandfather.


Wang Chong had never imagined that Fang Xiaoyan's grandfather would be a hidden 'Imperial Great General', comparable to Zhangchou Jianqiong.


Each warrior of this level was a strategic asset!


For this kind of expert, the smallest injury, the most minute drop in power, would have massive ramifications, let alone more serious injuries. In clashes of experts, the tiniest differences could decide the match. For experts of the 'Imperial Great General' level, a minor drop in strength would lead to a fall from this tier and no longer being a match for their former peers.


If everything followed the original course, Fang Xiaoyan's grandfather would be severely wounded by this lunar eclipse, his strength dropping severely.


To simply look on as a mighty 'Imperial Great General' was on the verge of being lost was simply unacceptable to Wang Chong, a completely wasted treasure.


Moreover, the construction of his 'city of steel' for his fief was about to begin. A master of the Imperial Great General level standing sentinel in the city would be of great assistance for the operation of the fief.


"Who goes there!"


"Stop!"


"No outsiders are allowed to approach!"


……


As Wang Chong ran with Wu Jiumei to the Wushang Chief's house, he could already smell the tension in the air. The chief's house was surrounded by experts, far more than those standing guard around Wu Jiumei's house.


While they were still fifty-some zhang away, they were already being called to stop.


This array of forces left even Wang Chong feeling a headache. At a moment like this, Wang Chong counted himself fortunate that he had come with Wu Jiumei!


"Stop. It's me."


Wu Jiumei did not stop as he spoke, continuing to rush forward.


"It's Granduncle Jiu. Quickly stand aside!"


Seeing that it was Elder Wu Jiumei leading the group, the guards quickly dispersed.


"Lord Marquis, please follow me."


Wu Jiumei had a grim expression as he crossed the threshold and entered the house. Wang Chong closely followed, and with Wu Jiumei leading the way, no one attempted to stop him.


The stone house was packed and fraught with an air of sorrow. The moment Wang Chong stepped in, he could hear the weeping of a girl.


Fang Xiaoyan was seated on the ground, her eyes red and staring in a single direction as tears streamed down her cheeks. Wang Chong immediately followed her gaze.


He saw a white-haired elder lying on a bed, unmoving: the Wushang Village Chief who Wang Chong had met just this morning. His entire body was black, cold, and stiff. Each of his breaths was weaker than the last, and it seemed like he wouldn't be able to last for long.


"Stand aside and let me through!"


Wang Chong immediately began to push through the crowd and make his way to the bed!


"Bastard! What are you planning! Stand aside."


"The elders are in the middle of treatment. Do you think that this is your territory? Back off!"


……


The people in the room turned on him with furious looks.


"What are you standing around for! Stand aside! I requested his help!"


A harsh rebuke rang out in their ears. Wang Chong did not need to say anything, as Wu Jiumei immediately set about berating the villagers, his expression stern and anger coming out of every pore.


This sudden rebuke left many people dumbfounded. No one had expected Granduncle Jiu to suddenly speak up for an outsider.


"Granduncle Jiu…"


"What are you waiting around for? Didn't you hear? Stand aside and let him through!" Wu Jiumei said with a dour expression.


Still dazed and confused, the villagers subconsciously made way.


Granduncle Jiu's status in the village was only second to the chief's. With the chief unconscious, no one dared to defy Granduncle Jiu.


With the access provided to him by Wu Jiumei, Wang Chong encountered much less resistance. Squeezing up to the bed, Wang Chong pried open the Wushang Chief's mouth with his right hand and inserted the black and brown pill. He then used a cup of water to help get the pill down.


Like ice and snow thawing, the black and brown pill quickly began to take effect. At the very start, the villagers had still been indescribably furious, hatefully staring at Wang Chong's back.


But as the pill dissolved and permeated through the Wushang Chief's belly, the black hue around his lips began to melt away like snow being struck by sunlight.


A patch of red appeared on the chief's thin cheeks. "Ah!" The Wushang Chief's chest shuddered as he took a long breath, and his eyes suddenly opened.


This astonishing sight instantly struck the crowd dumb.
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The villagers who had just been berating Wang Chong were now staring in disbelief. If they had not seen it with their own eyes, they would have never believed that Wang Chong had this sort of ability.


After all, they had already tried all sorts of methods, including wujian grass.


"Chief! Chief! Chief!…"


The villagers quickly stirred from their daze and began rushing up in elation, gathering around the chief's bed with excited expressions.


The Wushang were conservative and xenophobic, but they had also maintained their unadorned affections. The person most revered and of greatest status in Wushang Village was its chief, and he had watched many people grow up.


To many people of the village, he was their spiritual leader.


When their chief fell over, all of them had been helpless and dazed, unable to do anything. Many people even thought that the chief was about to 'leave'.


Now that their chief had finally recovered and awakened, one could easily imagine their excitement.


While everyone else was rushing to the Wushang Chief's side, only Wu Jiumei stood in the back, sighing as he looked at Wang Chong. His expression was a mixture of gratitude and shame.


Given the attitude of the Wushang during the day, a normal person would have thrown them aside and left. But this young man had forgiven old enmities and helped Wushang Village. This was the reason for Wu Jiumei's complicated expression.


Wu Jiumei stepped forward and sincerely said, "Lord Marquis, my deepest gratitude!"


Before today, no one would have expected that this year would experience a rare lunar eclipse, when the Yin energy was at its thickest.


To the Wushang, this occasion was lethal. If not for the prompt arrival of this young man and his pills, the consequences would have been unbearable to imagine.


Wang Chong only smiled in reply.


"Grandpa!"


The weeping girl, seeing the old man wake up, excitedly rushed forward. Wang Chong stood in the back, silently taking in everything with a knowing smile.


No matter what happened next, he had helped the future Fang Xiaoyan, filled in one of her regrets. Now that everything was done with, he wasn't necessary for what came next.


Without alarming anyone, Wang Chong quickly left the room.


……


"Has everything been taken care of?"


It was pitch-black outside the room, and that giant figure stood in the darkness like a looming mountain.


"I already had Gao Feng and Nie Yan take care of it. The one hundred pills we brought were dissolved into water and given to all the villagers to drink. Their conditions have already been stabilized."


Li Siye's vigorous voice came out of the gloom, suffused with an unusual texture that allowed one to sense his strength.




"Mm."


Wang Chong said nothing more.


Carefully listening, he could no longer hear the screams and howls. The chaotic Wushang Village had gradually begun to settle down.


Peace was returning to the village.


Wang Chong almost imperceptibly nodded. It was clear that his pills had worked. Otherwise, it wouldn't be so quiet.


"Tell the others to return as soon as they're finished, to the place the Wushang arranged for us to stay!"


"Yes, Lord Marquis," came Li Siye's voice from the darkness.


Turning around, Wang Chong quickly began to make his way to the aforementioned place. But he had barely walked two steps when a voice rang out in his mind.


"Congratulations to user for completing the mission 'Grand Marshal's Summons'. All rewards will be dispensed after daybreak."


The flat and emotionless voice of the Stone of Destiny sounded like heavenly music to Wang Chong's ears.


Success!


Wang Chong stopped and slightly clenched his fists. 'The heavens would not let down the perseverant.' The Wushang were xenophobic and conservative, clinging to their traditions, refusing to bow to any power before the great calamity.


Even though he was the Young Marquis, a disciple of the Son of Heaven, and had the backing of the court, they had still not cared. This alone was testament to their resolve.


But Wushang Village's 'Night of the Lunar Eclipse' had still presented him a superb opportunity.


The Night of the Lunar Eclipse was the most influential event in all of Wushang Village's history. If he had not appeared here, Wushang Village would have suffered two or three thousand deaths, perhaps even more.


If he wanted to obtain the good will of the xenophobic Wushang before the great calamity, this was his only chance. And there was no doubt that his plan had worked.


In successfully averting this tragedy, he had won the favor of the Wushang.


The Stone of Destiny's voice was the greatest affirmation of his success!


The only thing that surprised Wang Chong was that the Stone of Destiny would previously only make an announcement when the mission was completely finished.


Whether it was the 'Regional Commanders incident' or 'The Empire's Dirge' in the southwest, this had always been the case. But things were clearly different this time.


He had only just finished giving the Wushang the water mixed with the pills and the event was still not completely over, yet the Stone of Destiny was already notifying him of his success.


Is it because Wushang Village is only a small village that isn't on the main track of history, so its current influence still isn't that great? Or is it because I first saved Wu Jiumei and the Wushang Chief? Took the higher route?


Wang Chong's eyes turned as his mind whirred. After thinking it over, he concluded that it probably had to do with the fact that Wushang Village was an obscure mountain village.


Although I don't know how you calculated it, if that's what you're really thinking, then you've made a big mistake.


An almost undetectable smile appeared on Wang Chong's face as he thought this.


Wushang Village truly was very small. A population of fifty or sixty thousand in this world was truly a very small number, and they were also very conservative, xenophobic, and traditional.


They truly did have very little influence, but if he were given one chance, their influence would become immeasurable!


Five thousand Wushang Cavalry had been enough for him to campaign across the world, establishing a brilliant reputation for them. With the great calamity still in the future and the Wushang still whole and intact, it was difficult to imagine the flood of strength that fifty or sixty thousand Wushang would represent!


Rewards to be dispensed after daybreak… Interesting!


A curious look flashed in Wang Chong's eyes as he recalled those last words, but he quickly regained his composure.


Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the others began to return from their duties. The serenity of the night lasted until morning.


……


The moon set and stars sank away. Dawn broke in the east, the red sun ascending over the horizon, exuding its great light. Red rays painted the lofty peaks surrounding Wushang Village in the glow of daybreak.


It was daybreak, the agreed time of their departure!


"Lord Marquis, what should we do?"


Li Siye sat cross-legged on the floor at the door to the house, his back straight, his giant Wootz Steel sword on his lap, like some crouching tiger. He had apparently not slept, and his eyes were bloodshot. It was apparent that some serious matter had been greatly weighing on his mind.


"Do we really have to leave empty-handed?"


Li Siye's face was full of struggle. The mission Wang Chong had given him had met with complete failure upon the Wushang Chief's refusal. This was an unprecedented incident in Li Siye's life.


As the agreed time of departure approached, Li Siye's heart was filled with a deep reluctance.


"Haha, let's leave! Why shouldn't we leave? Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the others are all awake, right? It's about time. We should get ready to leave."


To Li Siye's surprise, Wang Chong had a relaxed expression upon waking. He seemed not at all downcast at the failure of the mission.


"Ah?!!"


Everyone was momentarily dumbfounded.


No one had expected Wang Chong to make the decision so easily and so carefreely. But since Wang Chong had spoken, no one dared to say otherwise. They all stood up and began to pack for their departure.


Wushang Village at dawn was peaceful and serene. No sign of last night's chaos could be seen.


Wang Chong slightly bent down and exited the house. Outside, the morning sun had illuminated the towering mountains as well as the rows of stone houses and the wide stone plaza.


Bathed in the light of dawn, the scene was as beautiful as a painting!


Truly beautiful! I hope that it can always be so peaceful and serene! Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


It was precisely because he had seen the shattered landscape that he so cherished it now. No matter what, Wang Chong hoped that this paradisiacal village secluded from the world and the Central Plains that he stood on would always be able to maintain this picturesque beauty!


"Lord Marquis!"


A voice came from behind him, breaking Wang Chong's train of thought. In a few moments, all his guards—Gao Feng, Nie Yan, Li Siye, his soldiers, and those who had been captured—had emerged from the stone house.


Last night, once everything had been taken care of, Wu Jiumei had released the captured soldiers.


"Let's go!"


Without the slightest delay, Wang Chong set off, leading Li Siye, Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the rest toward the mountains on the west side.


He had come through the western side, and Zhang Shouzhi's group was waiting for him there. With matters settled here, he naturally had to return.


"Wait a moment. Lord Marquis, please hold."


Just when Wang Chong was about to march his soldiers out of Wushang Village, a voice came from the other end of the plaza.


With this voice came the sound of many footsteps.


Wang Chong turned his head and saw that in the blazing light of the morning sun, a group of Wushang villagers was hurrying in his direction.


The one leading it was the white-haired Wushang Chief, and accompanying him were Wu Jiumei, Huang Botian, the rest of the elders and protectors, and the other core members of the village.


Even Fang Xiaoyan was mixed into the crowd.
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"This is?"


"What are the Wushang up to?"


The soldiers were astonished. The impressive size of this group made them rather uneasy. They weren't planning on preventing them from leaving, were they?


Wang Chong silently smiled.


As expected, they came!


Wang Chong's face was indifferent, as if he had long expected this sight.


"Chief is being too courteous."


Before the Wushang Chief could come over, Wang Chong turned around and went to welcome him.


"Lord Marquis, my apologies; this decrepit one has come late. Last night, Lord Marquis disregarded past wrongs and assisted us. This great favor and kindness will be engraved in the hearts of every villager until death," the white-haired elder solemnly said.


"Chief is too polite. It was just a simple gesture."


Wang Chong waved his hand, not treating the matter very seriously. He had prepared that medicine for them in the first place.


"Big Brother, thank you for saving my grandpa."


A sticky-sounding voice came from the side as Fang Xiaoyan raised her head and gave her own sincere thanks.


When he saw this girl's sincere face and recalled how, twenty-five years later, she would be so savage, willful, and unreasonable, Wang Chong almost broke into laughter.


"There's no need to be polite. It was just a trifle."


Wang Chong patted her on the head.


With the girl's words, the atmosphere on both sides relaxed.


"Lord Marquis, our gratitude is indescribable. Yesterday, we were too rude. No matter what, I request for Lord Marquis to stay in our Wushang Village for a few more days. Lingering for a little longer will also allow us to display our gratitude as hosts," the white-haired elder said.


Many things could only be discovered long after the event. Last night, even with Wang Chong's help, eight villagers who had suffered early breakouts had died on the Night of the Lunar Eclipse before they could receive Wang Chong's medicine.


The symptoms of their illnesses had been exactly the same as everyone else's.


Just thinking about the fact that four or five thousand villagers had had flare-ups of their disease on the Night of the Lunar Eclipse left them shivering in fear. If not for Wang Chong, last night would have been an unimaginable tragedy.


It was not one bit excessive to say that Wang Chong was the savior of the Wushang. No matter how they repaid it, it would never be enough.


When they thought about the cold, harsh, and disaffected attitude they had treated Wang Chong and Li Siye with during the day, even the Wushang Chief couldn't help but feel ashamed.


"Haha, I appreciate Chief's kindness, but there's no need for a prolonged stay. We have some other matters to attend to, so we must take our leave."


To the surprise of the Wushang, Wang Chong waved his hands and refused them.


So surprising was this answer that the Wushang Chief and the elders were momentarily at a loss for words.


"This… Lord Marquis, I will not hide the truth from you. This decrepit one has a request of you. The pills that Lord Marquis used last night are extremely important to us. Does Lord Marquis have any more? In addition, Lord Marquis mentioned rock salt yesterday. Might I ask what was meant?"


The Wushang Chief had a rather awkward expression, but despite his embarrassment, he still managed to get the words out.


"To tell the truth, I only had one hundred of those pills, and all of them were used last night. As for the rock salt…"


Wang Chong smiled and he gave the Wushang elders a profound look.


"Wushang Village is cut off from the world, neither trading nor communicating with it. Although everything else can be cultivated, and vines can also be used as a substitute for food, the three meals of a day can't escape salt. How has Wushang Village resolved this problem?"




"This…"


The Wushang Chief paused in hesitation, unable to speak.


This Young Marquis of the Great Tang Empire was far more perceptive than he had imagined. This land of steep mountains was nothing but rock and completely unsuitable for planting crops.


Thus, the Wushang ate vines, sealwort, and other such plants. This led their bodies to be much stronger and hardier than those of ordinary people.


But the only thing that they could not use ordinary methods to resolve was the salt that Wang Chong spoke of.


Consequently, the Wushang did not eat the same salt as ordinary people. Rather than sea salt, it was rock salt, salt that they found in a certain area of the mountains.


The rock salt there had been discovered by the Wushang's ancestors, and generation after generation of the Wushang had partaken of that salt.


"Haha, is Chief unwilling to say it out of fear that the Imperial Court will seize it for the common good and regulate it?"


Wang Chong grinned, at a glance seeing through the Wushang Chief's apprehensions.


For dynasty after dynasty, salt and iron had always been monopolized by the Imperial Court. 'Iron' here did not refer to the metal, but to the minting of coins. No dynasty would allow the common people to mint coins as they pleased.


Such a policy would lead to monetary chaos.


As for salt, just as Wang Chong said, it was indispensable for one's daily meals. The Imperial Court had at first implemented this policy to prevent a surge in the price of salt for the sake of private profit. If the common people could not eat salt, they would revolt.


There was precedent for this in history.


Of course, it realized in the future that the salt business harbored enormous profits.


Although Wang Chong didn't know when the Wushang made their way into this valley, it was around one thousand years ago, precisely the period in which the Western Han Dynasty controlled salt and iron.


No matter how little Wushang Village communicated with the outside world, they probably understood. It was clear that if their salt deposit were discovered, the court would seize it.


"Haha, blessings come with disaster, and disasters hide in blessings. Has Chief heard of this saying? For every generation of Wushang Village, everyone will start to feel aches all over their body at the age of three. As they grow older, the frequency of the aches will increase, as will the pain. Have the elders ever thought about why this is?"


A light breeze ruffled Wang Chong's sleeves. As Wang Chong smiled at the Wushang elders, he seemed to be implying a deeper meaning.


Other people didn't know of Wushang Village's secrets, but as the commander of the Wushang Cavalry, Wang Chong was well aware. The Wushang spent their entire lives accompanied by this severe pain. Their skin would turn black and their bodies would convulse in unbearable pain.


And when Yin energy was at its strongest, particularly on lunar eclipses, the breakout would be extremely harsh. Not even when Wang Chong had recruited them had this changed.


Later on, Wang Chong had recruited all the most brilliant herbal masters and martial experts of the world, including the finest doctors of Ü-Tsang, Mengshe Zhao, the Turkic Khaganates, and Goguryeo, as well as all the other foreign countries. Together, they spent eight years researching and experimenting, finally producing a medicine that could cure the Wushang of their lifelong misery.


This was the pill that Wang Chong had given them!


This was also why Wang Chong had come to Wushang Village with such confidence in his success.


The only problem was that this pill was very hard to refine. In the time available, Wang Chong had only been able to produce around one hundred, and they had all been used on the Night of the Lunar Eclipse.


The Wushang Chief felt his heart thump as he felt a strange sensation. The youth before him was at most seventeen or eighteen, young enough to be his grandson.


But for some reason, he could not see through this youth. The Wushang Chief had never found a young man to be so unfathomable.


And what confused him most of all was, how did he know of the rock salt?


This youth was covered in layer after layer of befuddling fog that no one could see through.


"Lord Marquis's meaning is…?"


The Wushang Chief frowned, his face pensive.


"Hah, Chief, some salt can be eaten, and some salt can't. Not all salt in the world can be casually consumed, at least, not in the way Wushang Village consumes it," Wang Chong indifferently said.


Rock salt actually contained poison, with many of its components being toxic. It had to undergo special processing and refinement.


This wasn't the case for just rock salt. Sea salt also had to undergo special processing. And consuming industrial-grade salt might lead straight to death.


With the memories from that other world, Wang Chong could treat this all as common sense. But the Wushang were clearly not aware of this.


The Wushang began to consume this poisonous rock salt as children, and those poisons would gradually accumulate, seeping through their bodies. At the age of three, these symptoms finally began to manifest.


The most obvious symptom was that at three years old, a child would begin to convulse and feel aches over their body. As the poison continued to accumulate, it would seep into the flesh, hair, skin, and bones, all the way down to the bone marrow. As a result, even though Wushang Village had so many experts, few of them could live past the age of fifty.


Even fewer could live to seventy or eighty. Of the fifty or sixty thousand Wushang, they only had twenty to thirty elders.


And if the Wushang were so unlucky as to encounter a lunar eclipse, just like last night, they would experience grievous casualties.


This was the Achilles' Heel of the Wushang, the price the Wushang had to pay for their power!


"Lord Marquis means that all this is because we eat rock salt?" the Wushang Chief asked.


"Haha, don't eat the village's rock salt. This is my advice to Chief and the elders, for the sake of Wushang Village, for the sake of all the villagers. Of course, whether you believe is up to Chief and the elders," Wang Chong said.


His expression was calm and relaxed. There were some matters for which pushing them too fast would have the opposite effect. If he were too direct, it might result in a backlash.


Thus, although Wang Chong wanted to help the Wushang, this was all he could do. Any more would be superfluous.


Buzz!


With Wang Chong's words, the Wushang Chief and the elders exchanged glances. In the past, there had been many explanations for why the villagers were afflicted by this disease, like curses, hereditary problems, or environmental factors.


None of them had expected Wang Chong to claim that all this was because of that ordinary and unremarkable rock salt they consumed every day.


This was like saying that a person bled because they had taken an extra breath of air.


But from another perspective, Wang Chong had no reason to deceive them. Such an action was meaningless, and for a marquis, it was also very lacking in propriety.
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"Many thanks, Lord Marquis!"


Although he was still a little doubtful, the Wushang Chief courteously gave his thanks. Whether or not this was all caused by the rock salt, his greatest concern and the more pressing task lay elsewhere.


"In addition, in addition… Although Lord Marquis has said that there is no more of this pill… can this decrepit one ask if Lord Marquis can tell us the recipe for this medicine and allow us to make it ourselves?"


It was the greatest taboo to ask a medicine master for the recipe of their pills, and the great clans would also rarely divulge their precious recipes. The Wushang Chief had just wanted to make an attempt, but to his surprise, Wang Chong's reply was extremely straightforward.


"Okay!"


Wang Chong smiled, apparently having already predicted the Wushang Chief's question. Without the slightest hesitation, he began to recite a large list of ingredients.


"The refining of this medicine isn't very difficult, but the ingredients are rather troublesome. It requires mansha fruit of at least thirty years of age, sixty-year Goguryeon ginseng, one-hundred-year purple coral obtained from the seabed, three-hundred-year sandalwood pith, Arabian dates, pomegranates from the Western Regions, palm tree leaves from overseas ground into powder…"


Wang Chong gave out seventy or eighty different kinds of ingredients, and as the elders of Wushang listened, their faces grew more and more unsightly, their complexions ghastly pale by the end.


If it were possible, they had planned to take Wang Chong's recipe and make the pills for themselves. But none of them had expected the recipe to be so complicated and troublesome.


They had not even heard of many of these things, much less seen them. Moreover, Wushang Village had been cut off from the outside world for many years and didn't have any wealth to speak of. Even the simplest ingredients, the dates and pomegranates, were enough to make them despair, let alone the other ingredients.


Wang Chong's bright eyes could clearly see the reaction of the elders, and he was not at all surprised. In truth, he was not making things difficult for them by giving them a fake recipe. On the contrary, Wang Chong had stated nothing but the truth. Each ingredient he had given was a true component of the pill.


The Wushang had been troubled by this ailment for so long that it was very difficult to treat. A normal recipe would have been useless. Wang Chong had to use his status as Grand Marshal of the world to gather a great number of experts and doctors, and they had needed eight years to develop a cure.


The immense time needed and the number of people participating meant that the final recipe required a large number of ingredients. It was also because the participants in this project were not solely the Tang, but the Tibetans, Mengshe Zhao, Goguryeons, Turks, Arabians, and even Characenians, that the ingredients were so varied and scattered all around the world.


But despite the complexity, there was one thing that was beyond doubt: the pill really was effective on the Wushang. Moreover, they only needed to continuously take it for three months to exterminate the illness at its roots.


By using the massive influence of his clan and the resources and strength of the other great clans of the capital, Wang Chong had managed to refine one hundred of these black and brown pills in the short time given to him.


But the Wang Clan was a clan of ministers and generals. If this task was so difficult for it, it was essentially impossible for the isolated Wushang Village.


"This decrepit one has another question. Can this pill treat the root cause?" the Wushang Chief asked.




"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded and gave an affirmative answer.


The Wushang Chief couldn't help but give a long sigh. It was only after last night that he had realized that everyone who had imbibed the medicinal water had a much steadier pulse.


Although the rules of the ancestors could not be abandoned, for his people, he could only make an exception.


"Lord Marquis, this decrepit one proposes an exchange that this one wonders if Lord Marquis would be interested in? Lord Marquis said before that you wanted to recruit soldiers from our Wushang Village. If Lord Marquis can assist us with gathering the ingredients and refining those special pills, assist our Wushang Village in getting rid of that pain and disease that has ailed us for generation after generation, this decrepit one can agree to Lord Marquis's recruitment of the village's warriors. But the number will be limited by the number of people Lord Marquis helped last night. It cannot exceed five thousand people!" the Wushang Chief said.


The moment he finished speaking, the eyes of Li Siye, Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and the other soldiers all brightened, pleasant surprise appearing on their faces. They had already had a personal lesson in the obstinacy of the Wushang.


No one had expected that just when they were at their most dejected, when they believed that the mission had failed and they needed to leave, events would take such a sharp and sudden turn.


It had been impossible to predict.


"Deal!"


Wang Chong grinned and immediately agreed.


Although it was only five thousand, to Wang Chong, it was a decent start. As long as the Wushang could break free of their traditions and allow him to recruit one batch of five thousand, he might be able to recruit a second, a third…


In the end, all of the Wushang would be available to him.


In the future, the entire world would be awed by the Wushang.


I've finally succeeded, my Wushang Cavalry!!


No one knew of the elation Wang Chong was feeling from all his efforts finally paying off, how deeply he wanted to sigh. Only those who had personally experienced it would know just how difficult it was to recruit the Wushang before the calamity.


To make the Wushang Chief relax his grip and release five thousand people was far too difficult. At this moment, when Wang Chong was feeling a deep sense of accomplishment, he had a very strange feeling.


Back then, he had only obtained the recognition of the adult Fang Xiaoyan and some other Wushang, but now, in this new life, as future commander of the Wushang, he felt like he had obtained the recognition of the Wushang Chief.


The latter was both the spiritual and actual leader of the Wushang.


"Congratulations to user! For completing the mission 'Grand Marshal's Summons', user is rewarded 600 points of Destiny Energy."


At almost the same time, Wang Chong's mind rumbled and the Stone of Destiny's voice rang out. The promised mission reward had finally been delivered.


Wang Chong's operation in Wushang had met with great success!


"Wooooo!"


A burst of cheers came from behind Wang Chong as his followers celebrated. Although they had had their conflicts and disagreements with the Wushang, a man like Li Siye had to admit that the Wushang truly were the best warriors.


Being able to recruit them would be a great boon for Wang Chong.


With this exchange of pills for recruitment and Wang Chong's assistance last night in preventing four or five thousand deaths, the entire village now had a very good impression of Wang Chong's group.


The addition of the shame the villagers felt from injuring Wang Chong's subordinates made the villagers even more friendly. Not even Wang Chong had expected this.


Given the isolationist, xenophobic, and conservative temperaments of the Wushang, winning their favor before the onset of the great calamity was an exceptionally arduous task. The Wushang were not ones to open up their hearts to outsiders.


But once they did and began to treat outsiders like their own, they were quite friendly and enthusiastic.


That night, Wushang Village held a feast of celebration.


"Come! Drink!"


"Gorge on meat and guzzle down wine! Come!"


"Hahaha, delicious, truly delicious!"


……


Wushang Village was filled with laughter and cheers, the guards and the villagers mixing together. On the table, a variety of chicken, duck, fish, deer, and seafood delicacies had been laid out.


"Ah! Give me another bowl of rice! I've never tasted anything so delicious!"


"This is duck? So crispy! Our Wushang Village should raise a bunch!"


"So this was fish! It's so soft and slippery! It's so good!"


……


The Wushang villagers had completely immersed themselves in the banquet. The food of the Wushang had always been extremely simple and plain. These chickens, ducks, fish, deer, and seafood naturally couldn't have been provided by them!


Wang Chong had come very prepared on this excursion, and he hadn't only brought the pills and the wujian grass. Each of his guards had been carrying a chest with them.


These chests had not been carrying treasures or jewels, but food: chicken, duck, beef, pork, sheep, deer… Not only that, Wang Chong had even brought a master army chef.


The pitiful Wushang were surrounded by mountains and were normally restricted to a diet of vines and tubers. When had they ever had a chance to taste such delicacies?


Such fine gourmet had the women and children of Wushang Village grasping with their fingers, their mouths dripping oil. Even the men were moved to tears when they drank the wine that Wang Chong had brought in from the outside world.


One only needed to imagine that these people had lived for decades eating the same foods, believing that the greatest foods the world had to offer were tubers and vines. Suddenly, they were now feasting on delicious foods. It was easy to imagine their emotional state.


In a single night, all the Wushang had developed a completely different impression of Wang Chong's group.


While the recruitment had only been their chief's idea at the start, everyone now felt a heartfelt kindness and favor toward Wang Chong.


"Come, a toast! No going back today unless you're drunk!"


"Good brother, give me another bowl!"


"Haha, what's one bowl? At least three! If you follow our Lord Marquis, then in the future, you'll be able to drink fine wine and eat good food while conquering the world. That's happiness!"


"That's right! Such excellent martial arts shouldn't be wasted in this valley. Come with us and conquer the world. That's what a true man should do!"


"Haha, this is called making friends through fighting. In truth, we also want to try, but the rules of the village are there, and no one can defy them. But since Chief has agreed to relax them, everything is fine. If you need me, I'll agree to enlist right away!"


"Haha, a true man! Another cup!"


……


On the plaza, the soldiers were mingling with the villagers, all boundaries between them blurring together as cheers and laughter filled the air.
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"Formidable, Lord Marquis. Our recruitment mission is no longer a problem," came a whisper from the more-than-two-meter-tall figure of Li Siye sitting next to Wang Chong on the plaza. As they looked at the roaring bonfires and listened to the sounds of laughter, Wang Chong felt a true happiness.


Li Siye had received a personal lesson in the power of the Wushang. Even though he had stepped forward and used his Wootz Steel sword, he still could not overcome the Wushang. In truth, someone more powerful than him would still find it just as difficult to subdue the Wushang.


The strength of these people could not be described in terms of a village, lineage, or tribe.


But Li Siye had never imagined that though he had met with failure despite all the time he had used, Wang Chong would solve the problem with barely an effort. He remembered how at the very start, the Wushang Chief had come forward and personally rejected Wang Chong.


But then there was a sudden reversal. Not only had he agreed to Wang Chong's request for soldiers, both sides were now mingling by the fireside, feasting and drinking together. Such a contrast seemed almost inconceivable.


The more time he spent with Wang Chong, the more inconceivable Li Siye found Wang Chong to be.


There seemed no problem in the world that he could not handle. So it was for the southwestern war, and so it was for Wushang Village. His abilities seemed to have no upper limit. Li Siye truly couldn't think of a problem in this world that could truly trouble him.


Of course, what won Li Siye's admiration the most was Wang Chong's decision to bring food with him on this trip.


"…Lord Marquis's bringing this food was truly a wise decision. I feel right now that this chicken, duck, fish, beef, and sheep have played an even greater role than our activities from last night!" Li Siye sincerely said.


The breadth of Wang Chong's thinking would always be difficult for others to imagine. There was the spreading of plague through the Tibetan Plateau, the burning of the Mengshe granaries at the last moments of the war, and now there was the decision to bring all these various foods with him on a recruitment mission…


It wasn't strange for such actions to appear useless or unessential in the moment, but only when everything was over would one finally understand just how much thought Wang Chong had put into those actions, how far ahead he had been thinking. And when one felt this, they would be all the more inclined to bow to the floor and serve him.


Wang Chong merely smiled in reply.


"When this matter is over, I need to go to the City of Steel. I'll leave Wushang Village to you. In addition, I've already arranged for people to deliver a large amount of food to Wushang Village. Fifty to sixty thousand Wushang is far too many for this amount of food to suffice!"


"This general understands! I will definitely accomplish this mission," Li Siye deferentially said.


"Ah, then it's fine."


Wang Chong smiled, patted Li Siye on the shoulder, then drained his bowl of wine. While Li Siye looked on in surprise, he put down his wine bowl and walked to the edge of the plaza, to a place where the glow of the bonfires didn't reach.


A stone-like figure stood there, as imposing as a mountain as they silently stood guard in the darkness.


"Warrior, what is your name?" Wang Chong said with a smile.


The stone-like figure glanced in surprise at Wang Chong but then quickly turned away. After a long while, Wang Chong heard a muffled voice.


"Cui Piaoqi!"


"Cui Piaoqi, a good name! Do you drink?"


"Apologies. While on duty, I cannot drink."


"Haha, good! It's truly not proper to drink while on duty, but just because you can't drink now doesn't mean you can't drink at another time. This is a jar of wine I brought from outside. Take it."




"This…"


The muscular figure finally raised his head, his eyes taking in the youth before him with both surprise and confusion. There were so many people in Wushang Village, so why did this youth come to find him, even gift him a jar of wine?


Wang Chong saw that the man was still resisting and finally said, "Heheh, take the jar of wine and I'll stop bothering you."


"Fine!"


The man spoke in his muffled voice and finally took the jar. As he lowered his head, the light of the bonfire just so happened to reveal the words written on the surface of the beige jar:


'Overlord's Ferocity'!


The person raised his head in shock, but Wang Chong was already gone, a contented look on his face. At that moment, no one was able to see the complicated emotions in Wang Chong's eyes.


Some people could do everything over again, but some matters could not be repeated!


In the past, you and I were indifferent to death, and rode together across the shattered earth, battling across the world to safeguard the people, as close as brothers. But now, you and I do not know each other. I recognize you, but you do not remember me…


That jar of wine was a fierce wine that was once the favorite of both of us. We sealed our friendship on this wine.


Time and place have moved, and though we can't go back, our dreams are still the same. This is enough.


With these thoughts, Wang Chong quickly departed Wushang Village.


……


Seven or eight li west from Wushang Village was the border of Wang Chong's fief. Here, a different kind of activity was taking place.


"The crane, the crane!


"Careful! Pay attention to the different structures of the parts. Every piece has its own model number. Don't attach the wrong one!


"Raise it a little higher, higher! Remember to align the second level of the steel wall, or else it will be uneven and leave a gap!


"The eastern wall has already been set up, with all the connectors attached. All workmen, listen up! Begin to pour the molten iron to reinforce the structure!


"Pay attention to the ladders! The steel walls are very heavy. Strengthen them all again for me!


"Teams two, three, four, and five, go and rest. Teams seventeen, eighteen, nineteen, and twenty, prepare to ascend the scaffolding! Quickly! Change shifts!"


……


More than fifty thousand burly craftsmen and people from the various areas and clans of the Great Tang had gathered at the City of Steel, all of them like appearing like ants as they worked on the walls.


The fief allotted to Wang Chong was particularly large, and because the lands around the Silk Road to the west were rather barren, the Bureau of Revenue had made an exception and increased the size of Wang Chong's fief by several times the normal. In any case, this was a barren and deserted land. If Wang Chong could really succeed, it could only be a boon to the Imperial Court and the empire.


The prosperity of the city was the prosperity of the empire, and besides, Wang Chong was making his money off the Hu.


Wang Chong didn't stand on courtesy, taking this increased size and expanding his city to the limits.


The current city was more than ten times the size of the Lion City that he had set up near the Erhai. Constructing such a massive city required a similarly massive workforce. The fifty thousand workmen were only the first batch. The second batch of fifty thousand were still on the road, and there was still a third batch and fourth batch…


Just guaranteeing a place to stay and food and water to consume for these workers required a logistics network of more than thirty thousand people.


One also had to add the caravans transporting construction materials, the people guarding the site, and the other miscellaneous workers, bringing the total number of people gathered at the City of Steel to over one hundred thousand. Just managing this number of people for this grand engineering project was not something any normal person or faction could accomplish.


But the City of Steel was currently running in a very organized fashion. The workmen, the suppliers, the guards, the caravans… the one hundred thousand were all working together like some exquisitely constructed instrument. They were constantly moving, assisting in the construction of the miraculous City of Steel.


The City of Steel was still in the middle of construction, but it was already an engineering marvel, the focus of all the craftsmen of the world. Many people even crossed vast distances to volunteer for the project in the hopes that they could leave their own marks and sweat on the legendary city.


To brand their names upon it.


This would be a craftsman's greatest pride.


"Lord Marquis, the materials for the early stages have already arrived. The smithing clans of the capital and the other prefectures have already begun to work in producing the steel modules we need. Right now, more than ten thousand sword shops and smiths are helping us forge refined iron to create the modules. In addition, I've dispatched people to these places to test the quality of the refined iron. The City of Steel is a very important project, and I do not wish for a single mishap."


On a wall of the busy City of Steel, Zhang Shouzhi stood next to Wang Chong as he confidently and earnestly spoke. He held high hopes and enthusiasm for this City of Steel.


Zhang Shouzhi had barely slept while he had been in Wushang, but he did not feel tired at all.


"I've troubled you for all this, but the construction of the City of Steel must be hastened. A long night will have many dreams, and the terrain here is complicated. Only by quickly finishing this city can we stand here with feet firm."


Wang Chong held his hands behind his back, walking along the wall as he spoke to Zhang Shouzhi.


"Understood. We've already had many people spying on us, and they don't rest, whether day or night. I've already had the soldiers increase the patrols and their range so that the spies can't approach," Zhang Shouzhi harshly said.


Creee!


While the two were speaking, a sharp cry came out of the air, particularly noticeable in the hive of activity that was the City of Steel. Wang Chong and Zhang Shouzhi raised their heads and noticed a small black dot high in the sky opening its wings. It flew over the City of Steel, making circle after circle.


And as one looked further into the sky, one would see many other black dots circling in the air over the City of Steel.


Keee!


Cry after cry could be heard, each of them different.


Upon careful inspection, there were sixty or seventy different birds looking down from the air. With just a rough glance, Wang Chong was able to distinguish the rock eagle of the Western Regions, the Turkic hunting hawk, the Goguryeon gyrfalcon, the Tibetan vulture, and even the Mengshe Zhao stork.
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"It seems like quite a few people are watching the construction of our city, huh?"


Wang Chong looked up at the sky with a smirk.


"It's not just these spying birds. From the very first day, the number of Western Regioners, Turks, Tibetans, Arabians, Characenians, and Goguryeons that appear each day around the fief have been uncountable. They might disguise themselves as jewel merchants from the Western Regions, horse bandits, or Arabian weapon merchants, and they constantly watch and investigate. We've already driven away many batches, but they just keep on coming."


As Zhang Shouzhi spoke, he glanced worriedly into the distance.


Wang Chong's expression was calm as he followed Zhang Shouzhi's glance. As expected, several li from here, a few small figures were standing on a hill, watching.


"Lord Marquis, why don't we gather the troops and drive these people away?" Zhang Shouzhi said.


"Haha, there's no need," Wang Chong lightly said with a careless expression, waving his hand.


"When someone builds a city, people will always be watching. You can never kill them all. As long as the Tibetans, Turks, Arabians, and Characenians are intent on it, they'll send an endless stream of scouts to bring information. Let them be."


Wang Chong's demeanor was relaxed, and his expression inspired confidence in others. Both the birds overhead and the scouts in the surrounding area were at best vexing mosquitoes. Since he had dared to build a city here, he wasn't afraid of anyone coming to gather intelligence.


"But, Lord Marquis, there is another piece of news that this old man doesn't know if he should speak about?"


Zhang Shouzhi hesitated, a look of apprehension in his eyes.


"Oh?"


With a flash of his eyes, Wang Chong turned around toward Zhang Shouzhi. After spending so much time with Zhang Shouzhi, experiencing life and death with him, he had developed the impression of Zhang Shouzhi as a straightforward and forthright man. He would never hesitate or be so filled with worries.


"What's wrong? What can't you say in front of me?"


"We can put aside the Tibetans, Arabians, and Turks. After all, those can all be expected, as our location is too special, wedged right in between all of them. But in this period of time, we've also discovered scouts from Beiting, Anxi, Qixi, and Longxi. Lord Marquis, this isn't good for us!" Zhang Shouzhi said, a deep worry shrouding his face.


The Beiting Protectorate, Anxi Protectorate, Qixi Protectorate, and Longxi's Big Dipper Army—only those of the Great Tang understood the meaning of these names.


Wang Chong's rise in the war of the southwest had earned him the attention of all the foreign countries, but if Beiting, Anxi, Qixi, and Longxi were also sending people over, then this was an ill omen.


Wang Chong's brow slightly furrowed and he instantly fell quiet.


Beiting was An Sishun, Anxi was Gao Xianzhi, Qixi was Fumeng Lingcha, and Longxi was Geshu Han. These people were all influential Great Generals of the empire who wielded considerable authority and status in both the military and the Imperial Court.


For an ordinary person to obtain the attention of just one of these people was extremely difficult, but Wang Chong had earned the attention of four at the same time.


The Regional Commanders incident!


With this thought, Wang Chong understood.


The four Great Generals usually kept to their own areas, rarely dealing with each other in private. In truth, the empire harshly forbade these powerful Great Generals from privately colluding.


But even so, these four all shared a common trait. In the Regional Commanders incident, Wang Chong had submitted a memorial that had thoroughly offended all of them.


In turn, these four had all submitted memorials to the court requesting Wang Chong's execution and causing him to be jailed in the imperial prison.


They're waiting for the opportunity to settle their grudges! Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


In the Regional Commanders incident, he had been in the distant capital, protected by his clan. Not even Great Generals like Geshu Han or Fumeng Lingcha had many means of seizing him. But now was different. He was now in Wushang, establishing his fief and placing a city at the intersection of their four factions. With the temper of these four, it would be stranger if they simply allowed him to construct a city right under their eyes.


Although Wushang was close to the Silk Road, it also occupied a unique geographic position. Several hundred li to its left was the edge of the Tibetan Plateau, where the Tibetan armored cavalry could descend.


Five hundred li to the northeast was the border of the Western Turkic Khaganate, the territory of the Ishbara Khagan1. Although it was around five hundred li away, this distance was nothing for cavalry.




If one followed the Silk Road to the northwest for about one thousand li, one would find the Anxi Protectorate, ruled by Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi.


This road was truly too important, so any movement to build a city on the Silk Road would receive the attention of all factions.


The Imperial Court had established the Qixi Protectorate in this area to fend off the Western Turkic Khaganate to the east and the Ü-Tsang Empire to the west. With the additional protection of the Anxi and Beiting Protectorates and the assistance of Longxi's Big Dipper Army, the Qixi Protectorate was completely capable of protecting the trade on the Silk Road.


But Wang Chong just so happened to have offended the Protector-Generals of these protectorates.


It was hard to say if these people might play some tricks while Wang Chong was constructing his city!


If any Tibetans or Turks came to attack, it was difficult to say if they would help. To put it more plainly, there was a high possibility that these Protector-Generals would allow the Tibetans and Turks through.


After all, the defensive line was very long, so they couldn't be criticized for letting a force slip by!


These were problems that Wang Chong had to consider.


"Relax. There won't be too big of a problem!"


To Zhang Shouzhi's surprise, Wang Chong only smiled and quickly returned to normal.


"Since we dared to build a city at Wushang, we have to be completely prepared. Right now, the City of Steel is still in its early stages and I was only recently made a marquis, so everyone is paying attention to this matter. Even if Geshu Han, Gao Xianzhi, Fumeng Lingcha, or An Sishun had any ideas, they wouldn't dare show their hands now. It would be too obvious. They're all Great Generals, hegemons of their respective areas, so they would never make such a childish mistake.


"No matter how uncomfortable or discontent they are, they will be forced to protect our surrounding borders for now!"


High status had its advantages, but also its problems. Gao Xianzhi, Geshu Han, Fumeng Lingcha, and An Sishun were Imperial Great Generals of noble status, but this also meant that their every action was watched by society. There were many things that they could never do, at least not too obviously.


"This… really is the case!"


Zhang Shouzhi nodded. As the master architect of the Imperial Palace, he had interacted with many officials and nobles, so he had a little inkling of court politics. Thus, he knew what Wang Chong said was a fact.


No matter how these Great Generals loathed Wang Chong, they had to stomach it for now. Not only that, they had to think of a way to protect him. Otherwise, if something were to happen to him, even the Sage Emperor would blame them.


There was no getting around the fact that Wang Chong's fief was being watched by countless people.


"But even if this is the case, this is only for the beginning. Our city in Wushang is still their territory. After this period of time passes, what should we do?" Zhang Shouzhi said.


The Silk Road was long, very, very long. Although Wang Chong seemed to have randomly picked this location, that was absolutely not the case. The caravans of the Silk Road would only think about resting at this place if they had both traversed a long distance and were also facing a long journey over barren deserts with no other places to rest.


Consequently, if Wang Chong's city wanted to obtain the favor of those caravans, he couldn't be too close to other cities or villages.


There weren't many locations fulfilling these criteria.


And of these places, Wushang was the best!


First was that it was very far from the capital, meaning that caravans would be very tired when they arrived. Upon passing Wushang, they would arrive at the nearby Qixi, and near that was a vast desert.


'Qi' meant desert, which was where the name 'Qixi' came from.


The influence of the desert meant that the weather was arid and hot, easily provoking fatigue. It was obvious that the greatest product for resupply in this city would be water, that most essential of substances.


If a city were to appear here where people could rest and obtain more food and water, this would be every merchant's dream.


From the other side, even the merchants from the Abbasid Caliphate, Charax Spasinu, and the Western Regions would want to rest here, taking in more supplies and resting their minds. Because upon leaving this place, it would be a long journey to the Great Tang capital, with very few places to take on supplies.


Moreover, the existences of the Ü-Tsang Empire and the Western Turkic Khaganate made Wang Chong's City of Steel even more precious, as it could provide a safe harbor in times of difficulty.


Thus, Wang Chong truly did not have many choices for the location of his fief.


Zhang Shouzhi knew of Wang Chong's ambitions, and he also knew that the construction of this city was not solely for making a little money. Lion City in the southwest was already enough proof of that.


Anyone who had believed that Wang Chong was building that city only for money was a fool, and Mengshe Zhao had clearly been exactly that kind of fool.


But everything had its price.


Since Wang Chong had made his decision to build a city here, the dangers present were the price that he had to consider.


"Haha, relax. There's a solution for every problem. I've already planned for everything. As long as we can get through this initial phase, I'll have a big surprise waiting for them."


Wang Chong patted Zhang Shouzhi on the shoulder, utterly unconcerned.


In Wushang Village, Li Siye was already beginning to recruit soldiers. Wang Chong had already taught him the methods to train the 'Wushang Cavalry'. Li Siye would be spending a long period of time in the village, and only when the basic training was complete would he leave Wushang Village for the City of Steel.


To tell the truth, Wang Chong found himself rather anticipating the first performance of the 'Wushang Cavalry' in this world!


Zhang Shouzhi was left perplexed. Wang Chong's plans were always so farsighted that even though he had spent so long with him, he could never tell what made Wang Chong so confident. But even in his doubt, there was one thing that Zhang Shouzhi could be sure of.


Wang Chong had already planned for everything. This was the crux!


Although Zhang Shouzhi wasn't a military man, just like the soldiers, his long time with Wang Chong had made him develop an extremely deep trust in Wang Chong.

______________
1. The Ishbara Khagan, whose personal name was Ashina Helu, was historically the last Khagan of the Western Turkic Khaganate. During the era of Emperor Gaozong, in 658, the Tang general Su Dingfeng defeated him at the Battle of Irtysh River and brought him back to the Tang capital, bringing an end to the khaganate.↩
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"Understood. Leave the city to me," Zhang Shouzhi deferentially said.



"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded and smiled. As he looked up to the sky, yet another set of blue-green birds unfurled their wings and flew into the air over the City of Steel.


With Wang Chong's appearance, more and more birds had begun to appear in the skies.


Wang Chong shook his head and put the matter aside. With a smile, he set off for his next destination.


Gallop!


However, not even Wang Chong noticed that as he turned his head and walked away, five or six li to the north of the City of Steel, a fully-armored horseman glanced in Wang Chong's direction and turned to the northwest.


"It's about time to report to Milord!"


The warhorse set off, and that horseman who had the clear traits of a Hu vanished into a cloud of dust. After following the official road to the Western Regions for several hundred li, the horseman left the path and entered a gorgeous and magnificent palace of a dark golden hue.


A black nameboard had been placed above the gate to the palace, two words clearly written upon it.


'Qixi Protectorate'!


This was the famous protectorate guarding against Ü-Tsang to the west and the Western Turkic Khaganate to the east, the Great Tang's crucial fortification on the road to the Western Regions, the Qixi Protectorate.


Wang Chong's fief of Wushang and the city he was building were closest to the Qixi Protectorate.


"Hmph, clearly knowing that Qixi is my territory yet still daring to place his fief here, his boldness is truly even greater than the heavens. Only a year has passed. Does he really think I've forgotten the Regional Commanders incident so quickly?"


In the vast palace, a figure loomed like a lurking dragon, sitting upon a throne of metal fretwork. His body exuded a powerful aura as vast as the seas.


Fumeng Lingcha, the rearmost of the Great Tang's Protector-Generals in the northwest, yet also the most powerful of them all!


Qixi Protectorate was not the foremost of the protectorates, but whether it was Anxi Protectorate, Beiting Protectorate, or Longxi's Big Dipper Army, the moment they found themselves unable to handle the situation, the most reliable and most prompt reinforcements would be from the Qixi Protectorate.


And the existence of Fumeng Lingcha also meant that the areas around him did not need to fight a multi-front battle where they were being attacked from both the front and back.


Put simply, Fumeng Lingcha controlled the 'throat'.


This unique power meant that Gao Xianzhi, Geshu Han, and An Sishun dared not offend him.


In addition, Fumeng Lingcha was very old, and he had made his name far earlier than the younger three Great Generals. He had a prestigious reputation amongst the Hu, similar to that of Zhang Shougui or Wang Zhongsi amongst the Han.


It was precisely because Fumeng Lingcha gave the signal that so many Hu generals sent memorials during the Regional Commanders incident requesting Wang Chong's execution.


But Fumeng Lingcha had never expected that after only a year, not only had the 'archcriminal' not kept his distance, but had run straight into the spear, building a city right before his eyes. This was no longer simple daring or boldness. This was a challenge, a humiliation.


Not even Geshu Han or An Sishun dared to act so brashly, but this was what the youngest son of the Wang Clan was doing.


"Milord, the youngest son of the Wang Clan was just made a marquis and was also bestowed a courtesy name by the Son of Heaven. He is currently at the height of his influence, and the matter of his fief obtained the confirmation of both the Sage Emperor and the Imperial Court. With these two granting their permission, it will be very difficult for us to do anything against him!"


To Fumeng Lingcha's left was a strong and imposing general, clearly of Hu stock.


The city that Wang Chong was building in Wushang was only several hundred li from Qixi. If one had to point to the group most unhappy about this, it would not be the Protector-Generals like Fumeng Lingcha, but the Hu generals along the border.


Although the Sage Emperor had passed the proposal for the Regional Commanders, the time period over which the proposal would be carried out had been greatly prolonged, and compared to the original proposal, the status and authority of the Regional Commanders had been greatly downgraded.


This matter made all the Hu border generals clench their teeth and curse Wang Chong's name. Wang Chong had not only harmed the Hu Protector-Generals like Fumeng Lingcha, he had hampered the advancement opportunities of all the Hu.


After all, Imperial Great Generals like Fumeng Lingcha would eventually retire, and all the Hu generals had a chance of taking these spots.


Wang Chong's appearance in Qixi made all the Hu generals anxious to kill him. The only problem was that none of them could cross the threshold that was the Imperial Court.


"Hmph, I wasn't even afraid of the White-Robed Arab1 Mahad, so why would I be afraid of some immature brat? So what if he has a fief bestowed by the Imperial Court? So what if Wang Jiuling was a Prime Minister of the Great Tang? Qixi is my land! Do you think I can't deal with him?!"


Fumeng Lingcha sat imposingly upon his throne, his eyes exuding a chill so cold that it cut to the bone.


A general widened his eyes and hurriedly asked, "Then Milord means…"


Fumeng Lingcha glared at the general and said, "Hmph, building a city is exhausting and time-consuming. Even two or three years might not be enough for such a task. No matter how fast he is at building his city of steel, it would require at least seven months. The wind is currently blowing in his direction, so I'll give him two months to build his city in peace and quiet. After two months, even the greatest of winds will have died away. That will be the time for me to strike!


"In addition, send letters to notify Geshu Han and An Sishun. Presumably, those two are also interested in that brat."


Fumeng Lingcha's gaze suddenly turned extremely profound.


Flap flap!


A messenger bird flew down from the skies and through the open window, landing in a refined study within Big Dipper City. The study was full of bookshelves brimming with classics, histories, anthologies, and a few ancient texts.


A crane-shaped incense burner stood in a corner, the thick and fragrant smoke of sandalwood emerging from its mouth and filling the room. The study had an ancient air, quiet and refined.


Without personally witnessing it, one would never believe that a place on the empire's front lines beleaguered by war would have a study like this.


"It's here?"


A voice, gentle and yet not lacking for dignity, came from the room. An arm extended, its fingers slender and fair yet full of immeasurable strength. With a light stretch, it removed the letter from the leg of the messenger bird.


On the letter were a few simple words: 'Wang Chong has arrived at Wushang.'


"As expected."


Geshu Han seemed to have already predicted this, and with a light jolt from his fingers, he pulverized the letter, sprinkling the crumbs over his desk.


"Lord Protector-General, what should we do next?"


A vigorous voice came from behind Geshu Han. Three steps away stood a general of the Big Dipper Army who had apparently been waiting for some time.


"Wang Chong is currently the Young Marquis of the Imperial Court, and the entire world knows that the Son of Heaven granted him a courtesy name. Do we really want to move against him? And during the southwestern war, from a certain perspective, the boy even broke the siege for us. Do we really plan to go against him?


"What do you think?" Geshu Han asked without turning his head, his voice emotionless.


The bearded Big Dipper Army general froze for a moment. It was clear that he had not expected Geshu Han to reply with a question.


"The Wang Clan currently enjoys the favor of the common people, and it also has its relationship with King Song. Dealing with them right now truly isn't wise," the bearded general said. "But during the Regional Commanders incident, that boy was far too rude to Lord Protector-General, and even now, our brothers still quietly criticize him. In addition, he could choose any place for his fief, but he insisted on choosing Wushang, right under our eyes. This is far too little regard for Milord. If we do not give him a little lesson, let alone Milord, our brothers might not be able to take it.


"In addition… Qixi's Protector-General Fumeng Lingcha has sent a letter to Milord hoping to work with us to apply a little pressure on Wang Chong. If we do nothing while so close, Fumeng Lingcha will probably begin to privately criticize us."


"Haha, it seems that you’ve already understood."


Geshu Han put down the 'Spring and Autumn Annals2' in his left hand and stood up from his desk. As his back straightened, an energy as mighty as the mountains began to rise from his body.



Geshu Han at this moment was like a lofty mountain, and even the general behind him slightly lowered his head in respect.


"Wushang occupies a unique geographic position. And if he wants to build a city and take advantage of us, how could it be so easy? Besides, the southwestern war was for the sake of the country, but Wushang City is for private concerns. They are separate things, so there is no need to concern ourselves with that.


"Moreover, if he does not have the skill to stand steady in Wushang, it might actually help him for us to apply a little pressure, allowing him to understand the difficulties and withdraw. How could that not be a good thing? He would understand that not everything in the world comes so easily," Geshu Han lightly said.


"Milord speaks reason."


The bearded general nodded subserviently, but his eyes quickly widened as he remembered something.


"But, Milord… Wushang City is currently not his concern alone. He has involved more than eighty percent of the great clans of the capital in the project. If we move at a time like this, we might offend every last one of them."


The general's brow was immediately fraught with a deep worry.


The confident and relaxed Geshu Han also couldn't help but frown. As he fell silent, the study became deathly still.


Wang Chong's City of Steel had been under construction for quite some time, but no faction had moved against it. It wasn't because they feared the Wang Clan's status and influence, but because of all those clans that Wang Chong had tied to his chariot.


As they slowly grew through the years, these great clans were no longer ordinary clans. Their power was deeply rooted in the court, the military, and the various provinces and prefectures.


They represented the highest-level powers of the entire empire.


Not even Geshu Han could guarantee that he did not have any descendant or subordinate of these great clans under him.


______________
1. The White-Robed Arabs refer to the Umayyad Caliphate. In contrast, the Abbasid Caliphate, which overthrew the Umayyads, was referred to as the Black-Robed Arabs.↩
2. The Spring and Autumn Annals is the official chronicle of the State of Lu, one of the states that existed in the period of the Zhou Dynasty in which the central authority of the Kings of Zhou began to wane, known as the Spring and Autumn Period, which takes its name from this chronicle. It was purportedly written by Confucius and is one of the core Chinese classics. Its terse language has meant that many commentaries have been written concerning it, the most well-known being the Zuozhuan.↩
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No matter how influential the Wang Clan was, it was still just one clan. As the Big Dipper Great General and commander of the Longxi border, Geshu Han truly did not need to fear the Wang Clan. At the very least, if someone like Geshu Han were to cast his lot with King Qi, the Wang Clan would have a massive headache.


But eighty percent of the capital's great clans…


No one in the Great Tang would dare to contemplate such an idea, not even Geshu Han. Being rejected by eighty percent of the great clans would essentially mean that one wouldn't even have a place to stand in the Great Tang.


This problem was one that troubled all the Imperial Great Generals.


By investing all these clans in the project, Wang Chong had give these generals a very challenging problem!


"Milord, Milord…"


A voice at his ear stirred Geshu Han from his stupor.


Geshu Han's eyes half-closed for a moment, but he quickly regained his composure. "Two months! Give them two months!"


Eighty percent of the capital's great clans was an immense power. Casually offending them was no wise course of action.



But if he were someone who would retreat at the first sign of difficulty, he would have never become the Big Dipper Great General who stood guard over Longxi, much less been capable of stopping the hundreds of thousands of Tibetan cavalry.


Without that lofty and unyielding character, that sharpness that dared to test the edge of his enemies, he would have never become that fierce god of death that haunted every Tibetan.


"…Two months is the limit I'm giving them. This is a conflict between me and the Wang Clan. After those two months, those great clans will probably understand and not blame me."


Geshu Han raised his head, his eyes peering through the window, past the towers, and toward the Tibetan Plateau that pierced into the dark clouds. At that moment, his gaze was as sharp as a sword.


……


Neigh!


The cries of warhorses echoed over the steppe. The construction of Wushang's City of Steel had not only attracted the attention of the Hu Great Generals. Six or seven hundred li northwest of the City of Steel, the grass swayed in the wind as the clattering of bells heralding the coming of distant horses.


"The eagles fly and the grass is long. Yet another season of harvest has arrived!"


A voice spoke in the strange words of the Western Turks. On the border of the Western Turkic lands, two steeds stood side by side. Their riders were two wild-looking men wearing capes of wolfskin and exuding a rough and crude aura.


From the snow-white fox furs on their necks, this pair had a rather significant status within the Western Turkic Khaganate.


"Yes! The Great Tang's 'Eighth Great General', the Young Marquis, the Great Tang Son of Heaven's disciple… the Khagan has given the order that no matter what, he must be kept here. And if someone can kill him, then it would truly be a season of abundance!" the Turkic noble next to the man agreed.


Both of these men were as sharp as eagles and as ruthless as wolves. As they looked to the southwest, they could see thick trails of smoke rising over the horizon, all the way up to the clouds. Although they could see nothing else, the pair knew that the smoke was rising from the new city being built by the Great Tang's 'Eighth Great General'.


"It's truly a pity. A new star at such a young age will have to fall so quickly."


The Turkic noble on the right clicked his tongue, but his face showed no pity, only a cruel anticipation.


"If he hadn't killed so many Mengshe Zhao in the south, the Mengshe Zhao Crown Prince acting on his father's behalf wouldn't have secretly sent so much gold to the Khagan. And if he were just coming around to play and then go back, everything would have been fine. But if he insists on building a city here, isn't he seeking his own death? Even without the Mengshe Zhao Crown Prince's encouragement, the Khagan still wouldn't have spared him for daring to build that city."


"Haha, if he seeks death on his own, he can't blame anyone else. It seems like he's not as formidable as the rumors claim. The Khagan has said that the Beiting Protectorate has already loosened its guard in that area," the Turkic man on the left, who was much taller and also of higher status, noted, his hand pressed against the back of his horse.


"Eh? What is An Sishun up to? This treasonous scoundrel who betrayed his ancestors has some sort of scheme?" the Turkic noble on the right said, his eyes widening. This news was somewhat concerning to him, but his primary reaction was hate.


Fumeng Lingcha and Gao Xianzhi could be disregarded, but An Sishun was a true and pure Hu of a traditional Turkic lineage. Turks understood Turks the most, and for the Great Tang to use this method to defend against the Turkic Khaganates was terribly vexing to these two countries.


An Sishun was the number one kill target for both the Western and Eastern Turkic Khaganates, and they had sent no small number of Hu assassins and poisoners against him.


"You're overthinking it."


The Turk on the left fiddled with the eagle ring on his left hand and then waved his hand, indicating that his comrade should relax.


"The Beiting Protectorate is directly opposite the Khagan's tent, and is still a steel wall that's just as firm as ever. The only place where the guard has been loosened is the northwest zone. This isn't our first fight with the Beiting Protectorate, so everyone in the commander tent knows well that An Sishun is indicating a direction for us.


"At the start, neither the Khagan nor I understood, but when we found out that that Young Marquis was building a city there, we understood everything. This An Sishun wants to borrow our hands to deal with his foes. In the past, I heard that An Sishun had a sworn brother who was bullied in the Great Tang's capital and nearly died. It seems like the rumor was true."


"Hahaha, the Tang just love their internal conflicts, even those traitors in their ranks. Isn't this our chance?" the Turkic noble said.


With these words, the two looked at each other and laughed.


Creee!


A sharp cry broke through the air, causing the two to stop laughing and look up. High in the sky, beneath the blazing sun, they spotted a black dot as tiny as a speck of dust.


At such heights, many birds were barely visible, and even arrows would find it difficult to reach them.


"Hmph, it's one of Fumeng Lingcha's rock eagles! He's quite the cautious one!"


The Turkic man on the left sneered and suddenly reached behind him to take the golden bow that was larger than a man from his back. Nocking an arrow with his right hand, he aimed at the black dot and fired.


Twang!


The earth rumbled as the arrow shot like a lightning bolt into the sky, leaving behind a white trail as it ascended.


There was a shrill cry high in the air. At a height that was twice the range of a normal archer, a massive rock eagle had been shot through. It exploded along with the arrow, leaving not even a feather behind.


The Turkic man sneered before quickly turning around and calling to his companion, "Let's go!" The pair rode off together, quickly vanishing into the vast steppe.


The ringing of horse bells could be heard very far over the steppe…


In Wushang, Wang Chong was far from the only guest. In his wake came wave after wave of people, traveling over great distances to reach this place.


Amongst these people were workers, guards, and also people from the various great clans.


"Wang Chong!"


While Wang Chong was patrolling the walls with Zhang Shouzhi, he heard a familiar voice in the distance. A girl in the prime of youth, valiant and with skin as white as snow, was currently riding a large horse in his direction.


Riding alongside her, also in his direction, was another maiden, with a red-tasseled spear on her back and dressed in so much scarlet that she seemed to be aflame.


"Bai Siling? Zhao Yatong?"


Wang Chong's eyes shone, a look of surprise on his face.


"Why did the two of you come?"


"Hmph, don't think that just because you're hiding here means we can't find you. And you'd also better not forget that our Bai Clan and Zhao Clan also have a part of this City of Steel. With construction underway, are we not allowed to come and inspect the work?"


Bai Siling slightly tilted her head back and gave Wang Chong a very unkind gaze.


Zhang Shouzhi immediately noticed that something was wrong. "This… Lord Marquis, I remember that I have some matters to attend to. I will take my leave first." Stammering out a few lines, he quickly took his leave.


"You're leaving a little too quickly."


Wang Chong glanced at Zhang Shouzhi's retreating back in shock and then bitterly smiled. Composing himself, he began to walk toward Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong.


Wang Chong naturally knew why these two women had come. Back when he had asked for Bai Siling's and Zhao Yatong's help, the two had agreed without even thinking.


The Bai Clan and Zhao Clan had believed that this was some great undertaking, so they had given their full support. But none of them had imagined that Wang Chong was planning on repairing the roads.


Thus, once this matter was exposed, the arrival of Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong was only a matter of time.


"Have your families been making things difficult for you?"


Wang Chong jumped down the wall and went to welcome them.


"Hmph, so you do still have a heart. At least you know to ask this question. But even so, why didn't you explain it clearly at Taibai Immortal's Pavilion?"


Bai Siling dismounted and grabbed the reins of her horse to lead it forward, in the meantime giving Wang Chong a vicious glare. However, the feigned rage in her eyes far outweighed the sense of rebuke.


Zhao Yatong watched coldly from the sidelines, but she was inwardly roaring with laughter.


"Wang Chong, you aren't being loyal to your friends, playing such a terrible trick on us. You're rather smart, running off to Wushang, but Siling and I had nowhere to run. We were nagged by our elders for more than half a month."


Leading her own horse, Zhao Yatong walked over.


"This was my mistake, so I've prepared a special gift for the two of you as an apology. Shen An, bring it over!" Wang Chong yelled behind him and made a gesture.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!" A shout came from the distance in reply.


A soldier quickly ran over carrying two cages covered in silk cloth.



                                                                        Chapter 717: One-Night Miracle! (I) 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




"Gift?"


Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong glanced at each other, unable to speak. Evidently, this pair had not expected this move from Wang Chong. The two quickly turned around to curiously gaze at the approaching soldier with his two cages.


Wang Chong had never given them a gift before, so they couldn't help but be filled with anticipation.


The soldier quickly arrived and put down the cage.


Upon pulling away the silk, the pair were each greeted by a fluffy little ball of snow-white. Their eyes instantly brightened in surprise and joy. "This is… a Persian cat?"


Right now, the most popular and beloved pet of all the upper-class women of the capital, from the imperial clan to the high-class nobility, was the Persian cat from the Abbasid Caliphate. This animal had a docile and friendly personality, so excessively charming that the upper-class women would spoil them rotten.


But the Abbasid Caliphate was more than ten thousand li from the capital, and Persian cats were extremely expensive and sensitive. As a result, most of them would die en route.


A Persian cat was essentially priceless in the capital.


And those purebred Persian cats raised by the imperial household were the most revered of all and known as Imperial Persian cats.


The Persian cats that Wang Chong had found for them were pure white, without the slightest impurity. They also had very special eyes, one of deep blue and the other of amber, and were so adorable that one immediately wanted to hug and embrace them. They were precisely those most cherished Imperial Persian cats.


The pair had also seen such a cat with Princess Nihuang, and neither of them had expected Wang Chong to give them such a special gift.


"So cute!"


"So beautiful! Look at how it uses its claw to wash its face and comb its fur."


"I know! Look at that! It licked my hand! Haha, it tickles!"


……


In an instant, the two women were completely focused on the Persian cats, squatting on the ground and playing with them. As for Wang Chong, he had been momentarily forgotten.


Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong might have appeared valiant and formidable, and were hailed as woman heroes, not like those fragile girls who spent all their time in their rooms, but they were still girls. Just like the rest, they liked cute and fluffy pets.


Wang Chong had catered to their pleasures with this gift.


It's fine as long as I got them the right thing.


Wang Chong inwardly smiled in understanding at this sight.


He had requested Yang Hongchang to send these two Imperial Persian cats from Talas in the Western Regions. Yang Hongchang had worked the Silk Road for many years and knew quite a few Arab merchants. While it was hard for others to obtain Persian cats, it was no problem for Yang Hongchang. Arabs were natural merchants, and as long as there was enough money, they could even get Imperial Persian cats.


After a while, after apparently remembering something, Bai Siling took the white Persian cat out of the cage and stood up, turning curiously to Wang Chong. "That's right. Wang Chong, aren't Persian cats very delicate? And they're not used to the climate of the Great Tang. How did you manage to get them?"


"Give me ten thousand taels and I'll tell you the answer," Wang Chong teased.


"Bastard!"


Bai Siling's brows flared and she immediately seemed ready to give him a beating.


"Haha, okay, don't hit me. I'll talk," Wang Chong said, smiling. "Persian cats like cleanliness. You must promptly clean their cages, and they have to be exceptionally clean. If the cage isn't clean, they won't eat. In addition, you will occasionally have to give them some grass juice."


Persian cats enjoyed cleanliness even more than humans. From a certain perspective, they had a sort of mysophobia. Not many people knew this, so the fact that many of the merchants selling these cats were filthy and didn't take very much care of the cats meant that many of the Persian cats would die.


If one knew this trait of the cats, selling them became much easier.


After handling the living arrangements for the two cats, Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong also settled their clan guards down, adding them to the garrison of the City of Steel.


On this excursion to Wushang, Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong had brought no small number of experts with them—their combined numbers exceeded five hundred. This was formidable support.


The strength of the support from the two clans spoke for itself.


After taking a stroll on the city walls, Bai Siling finally couldn't hold back her question. "Oh, that's right. Wang Chong, you've prepared everything here, so why aren't you putting everything into constructing the city instead of building those houses and inns?"


"Exactly. This city is too big. Such a big place will require a massive effort and years to build, but why don't you seem in a hurry?" Zhao Yatong voiced her agreement.


While inspecting the premises with Wang Chong, the two had gradually begun to notice something strange. After the foundation and the first level of the City of Steel had been completed, the construction speed had clearly slowed, with many of the workers being transferred to work on the inns, restaurants, and tea houses meant for the merchants. This seemed very strange.


And Wang Chong, the lord of this city, didn't seem worried at all. The pair found this very bizarre.


The pair weren't intending to apply any pressure on Wang Chong, but they also had to explain things to their clans. The pair had come with two purposes. The first was to probe Wang Chong for what he was up to, and the second was to find out for their clans how the progress on the city was going.


After all, the Zhao Clan and Bai Clan had invested a great deal of money in this City of Steel, contributing their own blood, sweat, and tears.


"Haha, a workman needs good tools to do their job well. Relax; this city will finish construction much faster than you can imagine."


Wang Chong grinned.


Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong couldn't hide their thoughts from him. The two had appeared so distressed when they had asked their questions that he immediately knew that they had been compelled to ask them.


Every person had their own hardships, and it was already impressive that Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong had continued to help him up to this stage. Wang Chong naturally wouldn't make things difficult for them.


"Moreover, you can tell your clans that the Zhao Clan and the Bai Clan can expect to make far more profit than anticipated. In addition, the city will finish construction in a month," Wang Chong said.


"Ah?!"


Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong looked in stupefaction at Wang Chong. It wasn't that they didn't believe Wang Chong, but it was clear that this City of Steel was still an embryo, thousands of li from the finish line.


Moreover, building a city was such a time-consuming task that pulling it off in a month would be a huge achievement, and Wang Chong's city was far larger than normal. Even as Wang Chong's close friends, the pair felt like completing the city in a month was still only possible in a fairytale.


An odd smile appeared on Wang Chong's face as he looked at their questioning gazes, but he did not explain.


Facts spoke louder than words. After one month, the two would not believe him to be exaggerating. Moreover…


When that time comes, probably even Geshu Han and Fumeng Lingcha will be given a big shock!


Wang Chong looked up at the sky and inwardly chuckled.


Even though the construction of the City of Steel was in full swing, Fumeng Lingcha, Geshu Han, Gao Xianzhi, and An Sishun had done nothing more than send a few scouts to watch. This was rather abnormal.


Wang Chong had a keen understanding of their plans. Unfortunately for them, they would never have the chance to realize them.


……


Time slowly passed, and ten days later, the second batch of fifty thousand workmen and experts from the great clans arrived. The second wave of modules for the City of Steel also smoothly arrived from the various sword smiths and shops of the Great Tang's prefectures.


On that same night, when all the watching eagles and birds had dispersed, and all those scouts and Arab and Characenian spies disguised as merchants had left, Wang Chong finally began his plan.


Rumble!


The earth began to quake, and with Wang Chong's order, the flame of a furnace shot out from the northeast corner of the city, quickly followed by a second, third, fourth… Thousands of furnaces blazed to life, spreading from the northeast corner to every part of the city.


So fierce were the flames that the area in and around the City of Steel was as bright as day.


"Begin!"


On the southern wall, the stern Zhang Shouzhi, standing next to Wang Chong, swung down his arm. Boom! In that instant, a massive crashing and clattering of metal came from all around.


The one hundred thousand workmen and all the soldiers responsible for defense put down their duties and began to help with the construction of the walls. From Zhang Shouzhi's arrival at Wushang to now, a mountain of modules for the City of Steel had been gathered.


Once the foundation and first level were completed, these modules had never been touched, the majority of the workmen being tasked with constructing the restaurants, inns, and tea houses inside the city. Now, however, as if everything had already been planned out, the workmen began to move these modules and attach them together.


Clang!


The first hammer fell, sending sparks flying into the night. Tens of thousands of modules for the City of Steel began to be erected. By this time, all the workmen were familiar with the diagrams and the methods of construction. Now was the time to display their knowledge.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


The banging of metal shook the heavens. Under the light of the furnaces, the steel modules were like fish scales, neatly and tidily coming together, guided by some sort of law.


The one hundred thousand workmen worked as a cohesive unit, all of them working together like a smooth and precise machine. With a flabbergasting speed, they constructed the city.


This vast and magnificent construction process and the formidable ability to plan and manage these proceedings left Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong with their mouths agape.


"Impossible!"


Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong were both from great clans, clans with extremely long and storied histories. In terms of strength and resources, their clans far surpassed any of the other so-called 'great clans' of the capital.


Coming from this kind of background, Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong had very open minds, but not even they could have imagined such a grandiose sight. More than one hundred thousand people were working as a united whole, with even more discipline than the army.


Moreover, Wang Chong's method of constructing a city was completely different from the commonly accepted one.
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"Siling, is what I'm looking at real?" Zhao Yatong muttered, her eyes filled with a deep shock.


"I wanted to ask this question to you." The shock in Bai Siling's eyes was not one bit less than Zhao Yatong's.


As the pair watched on, the tens of thousands of modules were just about to finish one level, and not even fifteen minutes had passed. Their understanding of city construction and engineering had been completely overturned.


"Ready!"


"Team two, get ready! Pour the solder! Quickly!"


"Everyone else, stand aside! Keep your distance! Crane!"


“Begin to connect the modules!"


……


Shouts came from all over the city. The more than one hundred thousand people had been divided into nearly one thousand teams. Each team was led by an experienced craftsman, and they all worked together, not interfering with each other and coordinating their duties.


Anyone who saw this sight would feel a deep shock, but what was being revealed here was a concept and skill for construction that was completely beyond this era!


Although it was late at night, the City of Steel was abuzz with activity, but nobody except those within knew what was going on.


As Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong stood on the city walls in the blustery wind, they gazed at the distant Wang Chong and Zhang Shouzhi with a strange light in their eyes.


A focused man was incredibly alluring. At this moment, Wang Chong was standing unmoving on the wall, all his attention on the construction. However, his incredible foresight, his commanding air, and his eternal grasp of the overall situation had left deep impressions on these two women, leaving them greatly moved.


For a moment, the two felt like there was nothing in the world that Wang Chong could not accomplish!


"I understand. He was intentionally slowing the construction speed so he could leave those people numb from shock!" Zhao Yatong's eyes fluctuated with emotion. "He was waiting for them to put down their guard, and also for the steel modules and workmen to arrive!"


"Mm. He fooled everyone!!"


Bai Siling didn't show any sign of blame on her face as she said these words. On the contrary, there was a deep pride and satisfaction, as if she had been the one who did all this.


"This little bastard!"


This night was bound to be a night of suffering for many factions.


……


Dawn broke in the east as the morning sun rose over the horizon.


Just like usual, the galloping of hooves heralded the arrival of the first horse as it neared Wang Chong's City of Steel. The man atop it had been repeating this surveillance for more than a month, so he was extremely familiar with the procedure.


"Building a city is such an exhausting and time-consuming task that not even one or two years will be enough. I really don't know when I'll be able to stop this constant repetition of going back and forth," the rider muttered to himself.


Although observation was a scout's duty and he didn't have anything to complain about, inevitably, this place was not the battlefield. Every day, he would go to the same place, observe the same things, give the same report… This sort of day repeating over and over would make even the most devoted scout begin to feel irritated.


"…I can only hope that after a while, I can get transferred elsewhere. Even if it's the front lines, it'd be much better than this boring job! I certainly don't want to waste two years here!"


While muttering to himself, the rider urged his horse forward, quickening his pace toward the observation point.


The City of Steel was under very heavy guard, with several thousand soldiers assembled there. There was also a high chance that many of the elites who had participated in the war of the southwest were amongst this number. These were true experts, and any conflict with them would lead to a great deal of trouble.


As a result, all the scouts maintained a considerable distance to avoid any conflicts. In any case, scouting and observation had never required running right up to the enemy force.


There were many people observing this area, and it could already be considered the heart of the empire. The Goguryeons, Turks, Western Regioners, Tibetans, Arabs, Characenians… all of them had come, dressed in disguises that made them seem like ordinary travelers.


If this were the heartland of the Great Tang, this would be unacceptable, but since this was Qixi, near the Western Regions and at the confluence of Ü-Tsang and the Western Turkic Khaganate, it was perfectly normal.


The large number of people meant that one had to come early to pick their spot. This particular rider had chosen a low hill. This coupled with the height of his warhorse made it an excellent vantage point for surveillance.


But when that rider was heading toward his usual hill, he immediately noticed that something was wrong.


A mountainous silhouette was gradually appearing before his eyes.


"This is?"


The rider's eyes widened in astonishment. He had been observing this area for more than a month and was now extremely familiar with the nearby terrain of Wushang. The area that Wang Chong had chosen for his fief was rather flat and lacking in prominent outcrops.


The most prominent geographic feature was probably these low hills. He certainly didn't recall any mountains.


"What's going on here? Am I seeing things?" the rider wondered to himself in shock, but after a few moments, he decided to raise his head and continue. At that moment, he saw the true appearance of that 'mountain', a sight that he would not soon forget.


In the light of the morning sun, a massive, grandiose, and imposing City of Steel had appeared over the horizon. Unlike the City of Steel he usually saw, the walls of this city were now more than six meters tall, the height of three adult men.


Those gleaming metal walls were smooth and steep, appearing to be a single whole and as immovable as a mountain. And in the light of the morning sun, the rider could see smoke continuing to rise from the city as the one hundred thousand workmen labored to make the walls even higher, thicker, sturdier!


"This… this is impossible!"


The rider instantly became agitated, his eyes flying open in shock and awe.


He had been gone for only a single night, and a massive city with walls more than six meters high had appeared out of thin air!


One night!


Just one night!


And this City of Steel with six-meter walls could now be considered a basic defensive fortification, able to fend off warhorses and arrows. The only weakness was against an enemy that had come with siege ladders and could simply scale the walls.


But six meters!


This number was practically miraculous!


In a single night, the City of Steel had undergone a complete transformation. Right now, even if an army attacked, Wang Chong could still man the walls and hold the fort. And even more absurd was that these walls were being strengthened. The rider could predict that in a little more time, they would be nine-meter walls!


"No! I… I have to report this to Milord!"


The rider's heart chilled and his entire body shivered. In the space of a single night, a six-meter-tall City of Steel had appeared in Wushang. As a scout, he had committed a grave dereliction of duty.


"Hyah!"


The horse galloped off as the rider set off in the direction he had just come from.


Behind him, the scouts and spies from the other factions had also just arrived. The neighing of horses seemed to indicate the extreme alarm they felt.


"This… this is impossible!"


"How could there be something like this! It's impossible for anyone to do this!"


"One night! One night!! …Just how did they do it? Something must have gone wrong; I must have missed something."


Cries of alarm came from behind the returning scout. It was evident that he was not the only one alarmed.


……


Bang!


A palm slammed against a metal fretwork table. For a moment, all of the Qixi Protectorate headquarters shook as if on the verge of collapsing.


"What did you say? That brat managed to build a city more than two zhang tall in a single night?"


Fumeng Lingcha's bellows of rage thundered through the entire protectorate headquarters.


"…Did you think I would believe that? Have you lost your mind? You dare to speak such nonsense in front of me!"


When he received the scout report, Fumeng Lingcha's first reaction was disbelief. Building a city could not be speedily done. This was impossible! Not even the master engineer Lu Ban reborn would be able to accomplish such a feat.


"Milord, this subordinate speaks nothing but the truth. That youngest son of the Wang Clan truly did manage to erect walls two zhang high in a single night! That city is still standing there…"


The rider kneeling down below was fearful and panicked. Before he could finish speaking, a furious wave of energy blasted him out of the hall.


"Bastard thing! Look again!"


Fumeng Lingcha's rage could tear the sky apart. All the soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate headquarters trembled in fear. Despite their years of service under him, they had never seen Fumeng Lingcha so furious!


Gallop!


A trail of dust rose outside the Qixi Protectorate headquarters as that rider that had been blasted out of the hall mounted his horse and galloped off for the City of Steel.


……


Longxi, Big Dipper City.


Geshu Han received the news a little late, but he still received a significant shock when the carrier pigeon flew into his tower.


"Milord, this is impossible! How could anyone produce a city in a single night! Could there be a mistake in the report?"


In Geshu Han's study, a deputy general of the Big Dipper Army slammed the paper against the desk.


"Absurd! One night isn't even enough time to pour the mortar. Have our scouts been drinking? That they would send back information like this!" A Big Dipper Army officer voiced his agreement. Their first reaction upon receiving this information had not been shock, but the feeling that they were being played for fools.


A city had been constructed in a single night, and this city was several times larger than a normal city. Not even a three-year-old child would believe such an absurdity, yet such news was now appearing before their esteemed and battle-hardened Big Dipper Army Great General!
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In the army, the most important thing was intelligence, and the most basic requirement of an intelligence report was accuracy. The Big Dipper Army was an elite army of the Great Tang, a valiant existence that could rely on tens of thousands of soldiers to contend against the hundreds of thousands of soldiers of Ü-Tsang and make it consider very carefully before moving east. Thus, it was even harsher on its requirements for its intelligence reports.


If a scout on the front lines sent back such irregular information, they could be harshly punished according to military law. This was the reason for the officers' rage.


"Milord, who is the scout assigned to Wushang? According to military law, he can be transferred back, discharged from his post, and investigated!" a furious officer said.


"The one who should be discharged is not him, but all of you." A gentle, calm, and dignified voice rang out in the study, instantly silencing the room. All the officers pursed their lips and looked straight ahead.


"…The second, third, and fourth wave of scouts have already sent back their reports, and their reports say exactly the same thing as the one you all saw. In addition, Qixi Protectorate's Fumeng Lingcha sent me a letter. I'm afraid that what they say is all true."


Geshu Han held his hands behind his back, no emotion visible on his face.


As Geshu Han spoke, the entire room remained silent, but all his officers revealed expressions of disbelief on their faces.


"But, how could it be? It's such a huge city! Is it really possible to do in one night?" one of the officers suddenly muttered.


These words voiced the thoughts on everyone's minds. Even though they respected the Great General, and none of them doubted his words, even now, Wang Chong's building six-meter-high walls in a single night sounded like a fairytale.


But none of them knew that even though Geshu Han appeared calm, he was just as shocked as his subordinates.


One night… two zhang high… Just how did he manage to do it?


Geshu Han's mind was in turmoil.


During the war of the southwest, Geshu Han had already seen that the youth in Wushang possessed an astonishing daring and talent. But now that he was experiencing it once more, Geshu Han still felt rather moved.


In Geshu Han's lowest estimates, Wang Chong's City of Steel should have needed at least seven or eight months, but it now seemed that this was far too much time.


Many laws and rules immediately seemed inapplicable upon encountering that youngest son of the Wang Clan. Geshu Han had lived through many battles and developed a very tough personality, so there were few things that could move him. But right now, Geshu Han truly found it hard to understand that youth in Wushang.


The plan couldn't keep up with the changes. It seems like the one I developed to be used in several months won't be seeing the light of day. I will have to think of something else!


Geshu Han's eyes turned as countless thoughts flashed through his mind.


It had been a very long time since he had met such a formidable opponent. Although he had still not met this scion of the Wang Clan, in a place that no one had noticed, they had already engaged in a clash.


There was no doubt that Geshu Han had underestimated his opponent.


If he was capable of building six-meter-tall walls in a single night, then there was no doubt that he had been intentionally slowing down at the start so as to catch them unawares. Only when everything was ready and the time was right had he truly revealed his lofty prowess.


Interesting!


Coldness flashed through Geshu Han's eyes.


Only those familiar with the Big Dipper Great General knew that this was a sign that his will to fight had been stimulated, that he was truly beginning to treat someone as his opponent.


It's not that easy to establish roots in Wushang. Young Marquis, this is only the beginning…


With this thought, Geshu Han quickly regained his composure.


Anxi, Longxi, Beiting, Qixi—all these factions had been left dumbfounded by Wang Chong's engineering feat. In the distant northwest of the Great Tang, in Wushang, all the spies and scouts of the various factions were personally witnessing an unbelievable sight.


In the barren and deserted lands along the Silk Road, Wang Chong was displaying modern science and construction philosophy for the first time in this world.


Under the command of Wang Chong and Zhang Shouzhi, the one hundred thousand workmen labored with unprecedented speed to build an unprecedented City of Steel.


When the scouts arrived in the morning, the walls had only been six meters tall, but by night, they were fifteen meters tall.


Never in the Great Tang's history or even in the history of the Central Plains had a city been constructed with such speed, nor had there ever been this sort of modular city.


More and more people gathered around the City of Steel. All the factions had noticed that something strange was going on and sent more scouts, demanded that the news be confirmed three times over.


Even many Hu from the distant Western Regions came over.


All of them looked on in stupefaction as the enormous and grandiose city rose from its foundations.


This sight was a dream, a miracle!


Before this enormous and unprecedented City of Steel, every person felt tiny and insignificant, as ants before an elephant.


Shock!


Disbelief!


And a deep respect!


Such were the emotions of every person that watched as the City of Steel was built, felt toward the architect and owner of this city, Wang Chong. So deep was their respect that it seemed like they were looking up a high mountain at a mysterious and unfathomable god.


……


"Lord Marquis, to construct this City of Steel is enough of an accomplishment to leave this old man fulfilled for the rest of his life!"


The wind blew over the smooth, fifteen-meter-tall walls, throwing Zhang Shouzhi's beard into disarray. The master architect looked down from the walls in excitement, his face filled with pride and accomplishment.


He had constructed countless buildings and cities in his life, even participating in the construction of the Imperial Palace. But if he had to say what his proudest accomplishments were, one would be Lion City on the shores of the Erhai, the city that had changed the fate of the Annan Protectorate army and salvaged the southwest.


The other would be this City of Steel beneath his feet.


In the history of the Great Tang and the history of humanity, all cities were built with earth and stone, but this city had shattered those traditions.


This was the first pure City of Steel!


The amount of steel and manpower required to construct this city was not something any clan, faction, or master architect could imagine.


Simply put, this city had required the mobilization of the world, of all the great clans, all the sword shops and sword smiths, all the experienced craftsmen from all the provinces and prefectures. All of them had been used by him to construct this city.


Such a feat had only been seen once before, during the construction of the Imperial Palace.


This honor would make any architect proud and content.


This would arouse and enrapture the heart of any architect.


"Sir Zhang, this is only the beginning. Are you really already satisfied? In the future, we will leave behind many more marks, not just in the Great Tang, but in many other places, and it won't just be this City of Steel."


Standing next to Zhang Shouzhi, Wang Chong smiled.


Zhang Shouzhi froze for a moment, then began to laugh. "Haha, you're right! This old man is still too easy to satisfy. With Lord Marquis here, could I still be afraid of not leaving behind a shining record, of building even grander and more magnificent buildings for everyone to admire?"


He was nearly sixty and had originally planned to enjoy his retirement, but after traveling with Wang Chong and building various fortifications, he had slowly begun to forget his age. He began to feel younger, filled with passion and enthusiasm.


Right now, even he wanted to know where his limit was.


"Oh yes, how are the preparations for the 'beehives' going?" Wang Chong suddenly said.


"This… In truth, they were ready a long time ago," Zhang Shouzhi quickly responded. "According to Lord Marquis's orders, all the beehives were enclosed with wooden slats. Not even the escorting guards or the workmen who built them know what they're for."


"Mm!"


Wang Chong nodded. As he turned to those numerous scouts and spies ten-some li away, a harsh light flitted through his eyes.


"A storm is coming. We'll have to use them soon. In addition, now that the walls are fifteen meters high, we can begin to install them," Wang Chong said.


Zhang Shouzhi nodded. For the sake of constructing this city, Wang Chong had developed many ingenious things, such as the block and tackle, the crane, and even a brand-new measurement, the 'meter'.


Not many people knew of this measurement, only Zhang Shouzhi, his disciples, and a few of the higher-level craftsmen.


After trying it out, Zhang Shouzhi had discovered that this brand-new measurement was much more precise and convenient for construction than the foot and zhang, so he had begun to strenuously promote it to those around him.


Many of the engineers had already accepted it and begun to spread it, widening its usage.


……


Wang Chong quickly left the City of Steel.


With the walls of the city now fifteen meters tall, everything was on the right course. Zhang Shouzhi was supervising, so the completion of the City of Steel was just a matter of time, and Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong were there to command the experts. The City of Steel was currently a sturdy fortress and wouldn't be facing any problems for the short term.


I should begin to work on that matter now!


Standing on the steel walls one last time, Wang Chong pondered his plans, his eyes gleaming.


Wushang was close to Qixi, its fate connected to it. Although Fumeng Lingcha was currently brimming with hostility toward him and was trying to stir trouble, Qixi did not belong to Fumeng Lingcha, but to the entire empire. But in the Battle of Talas, in that conflict between the Great Tang and the Abbasid Caliphate, Qixi Protectorate, the closest source of reinforcements in the rear, was unable to send a single soldier in reinforcement. This was absolutely inconceivable!


If Gao Xianzhi had requested reinforcements in advance, the Qixi Protectorate would have dispatched a large army to reinforce him, and perhaps the war might not have ended so badly. The Great Tang would not have completely abandoned the war and begun to lose its influence in the region.


Yet even though Wang Chong was deeply dissatisfied by Fumeng Lingcha, he had to admit that this matter didn't have much to do with Fumeng Lingcha. It wasn't that he was unwilling to reinforce Gao Xianzhi and the Anxi Protectorate army, but that at that time, Qixi Protectorate did not have a single soldier available!


Yes, not a single one!
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The grandiose Qixi Protectorate that protected the throat of the Great Tang had actually had no troops available. This sounded absurd, but it truly had been the situation of the Qixi Protectorate back then.


Wang Chong understood this fact more keenly than anyone else.


The critical area protected by Qixi Protectorate straddled the border between the Ü-Tsang Empire and the Western Turkic Khaganate. Every year, regardless of how all the other areas were doing, Qixi Protectorate would have to fight in battles big and small. And Qixi Protectorate's soldiers had been exhausted precisely through constant attacks by Ü-Tsang and the Western Turkic Khaganate.


Although the interior continued to dispatch troops to Qixi, these troops were not limitless.


In the period before the Battle of Talas, the attacks by the Tibetan and Turkic cavalry had been abnormally fierce, causing the forces of the Qixi Protectorate to truly be emptied out. And it was precisely this lack of soldiers that led to the defeat at the Battle of Talas.


Thus, in order to prevent the bitter defeat at the Battle of Talas, one first had to alter the fate of the Qixi Protectorate. This was one of the important reasons Wang Chong had established his fief at Wushang, though Wang Chong had never told this to anyone.


In order to change the fate of Qixi, he had to utterly vanquish the forces Ü-Tsang and the Western Turkic Khaganate had stationed here!


Building his City of Steel at Wushang to give himself a place to stand was the first step. The second step was to begin fending off Ü-Tsang to the west and the Western Turks to the east! Fumeng Lingcha would never be able to complete this second step.


In Wang Chong's evaluation of generals, Fumeng Lingcha was merely a general who could hold the fort, not one who could lead an assault. Admittedly, part of it was because he never had such plans, but he also lacked the ability.


Completion of these two steps would only bring him closer to his goal.


But before he could do all this, before he could carry out his plan that was bound to make the western border and the entire empire quake, Wang Chong had to complete another task.


Without that thing, Wang Chong would the most ingenious housewife in the world without any rice to cook. All he would be able to do was stare at the ocean and sigh!


Gallop!


Wang Chong left at dawn, silently leaving the City of Steel without alarming anyone else.


……


If one followed the official road seven or eight hundred li past Qixi, one would arrive in the Western Regions. The scenery here was rough, honed by sandstorms. Here, the Hu lived together with Sindhi, Arabs, Characenians, Turks, Tibetans, and even Han, though of course, the Hu far outnumbered the Han.


Such a scene would be incredibly difficult to find in any place within the Great Tang.


"Young Master, it's right here."


A middle-aged Han with his hair wrapped in a head scarf stood in front of a bustling pleasure palace, garishly colored and with carved beams and painted rafters. He deferentially bowed to a teenager.



"Mm."


The youth looked at the pleasure palace and gave a nod.


"Tell Yang Hongchang that I'm very satisfied. When this is over, I won't treat him poorly."


"Many thanks, Lord Marquis!"


Elated, the middle-aged man hurriedly bowed.


"Mm? Did you forget what I told you? In this place, do not call me 'Lord Marquis'," the youth said with a frown.


"Yes, this lowly person was too abrupt, L-… Young Master, please forgive me."


A hint of panic could be seen on the man's face as he lowered his head.


There was only one person that could make this man so afraid and could be called Lord Marquis in the Western Regions right now, and that was Young Marquis Wang Chong. Upon leaving the City of Steel, Wang Chong had disguised himself and detoured around Qixi Protectorate to reach the Western Regions.


This area was under the domain of Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi.


If these Hu Great Generals were to find out that he was here, they would probably flock to his location. But even so, Wang Chong had a reason that obligated his presence.


"Let's go."


Without another word, Wang Chong crossed the threshold and entered the pleasure palace.


This was Wang Chong's first time stepping into a pleasure palace of the Western Regions. Countless Hu were packed inside, and the music of huqins, hukonghous, huleis, huobosis1 and other instruments could be heard within.




This Hu music was completely different from the music of the Central Plains and had a completely different sound.


Wang Chong took a glance and saw that charming Hu women were dancing alluringly to the music.


They even have Arabian dancing girls!


Wang Chong could clearly make out that where the Hu were most packed and the laughter the loudest was a woman dressed in red, with skin as white as snow and bells tied to her arms and legs. She had blue eyes and red lips, and her eyes were enchanting. She bit down on a red belt of silk hanging from a roof beam and danced and twirled in the air.


The jingling of bells mixed in with the music, attracting the praise of the patrons.


In the capital, any establishment with Arabian dancing girls would attract large numbers of scholars and nobles, becoming a gathering place for the literati.


Arabian dancing girls were cherished in the capital because they were rare, but the Western Regions had the advantage of proximity, so there were far more such dancers here.


Wang Chong's gaze rested on the Arabian dancing girl for only a few moments. He quickly descended the wooden stairs to the second floor of the pleasure palace's basement.


The various Hu languages could be heard here, their shouts, cheers, and curses mixing into a single din. Many Hu had gathered here, throwing dice, guessing numbers, and watching cock fights, dog fights, or cricket fights. The entire floor was suffused with a smoky air.


It was obvious that this floor was a gambling den.


Wang Chong had never been much of a gambler, but he was forced to come to this place.


Wang Chong turned his head and asked, "You are sure he's here?"


The middle-aged man that Yang Hongchang had dispatched bowed and answered, "Lord Marquis, there is no mistake. He loves to come to this place to have fun, even though Patriarch doesn't know why. Apparently, he has some sort of relationship with the woman who owns this pleasure palace.


"In addition, before coming, we made inquiries and learned that he just entered this pleasure palace not too long ago. He is on the third basement floor. Only a small number of people are permitted within, and the threshold for entry is very high. Only extremely wealthy and respected people are allowed to enter, so Patriarch spent a great deal of money to prepare for Young Master an identity. Young Master can enter at any time, and no one will stop you.


"Young Master will see him the moment you enter."


Wang Chong nodded. The Yang Clan had been operating in the Western Regions for many years and knew the place like the back of their hands. Yang Hongchang was the man for the job if one wanted to find a single Hu amongst so many.


Wang Chong inconspicuously descended to the third floor of the pleasure palace's basement.


Yang Hongchang had already handled everything so that whenever anyone came forward to inspect his credentials, the steward from the Yang Clan would immediately step forward and handle it, allowing Wang Chong to avoid many problems.


At the third basement floor, a red Arabian blanket had been laid out on the ground, and the beams lining the room were carved from jade and studded with pearls, agate, jade, and coral. The room was decorated in a grandiose and ornate manner, but also did not lack for elegance.


"Lord Marquis, he's right inside."


The Yang Clan steward led the way into the innermost and largest room, where he stopped. Beyond the door, Wang Chong could hear rough laughter and Turkic words accompanying the cheers and laughter of women.


"Wait for me outside."


Wang Chong's eyes flashed as he pushed open the door and strode in. In an instant, the laughter in the room came to a halt.


Wang Chong scanned the room and quickly set his eyes on a Turkic man with a bearded face, hawkish eyes and a sunken nose. His robe was untied, revealing his bare chest.


I finally found him!


When he saw the fist-sized skulls on the Turk's shoulders, Wang Chong nodded, a look of pleasant surprise flickering through his eyes. Those were not real skulls, but trinkets forged from bronze.


In Wang Chong's memories, there was only one man who wore bronze skulls on his shoulders and would often play around with them, the Turkic merchant 'Hulayeg'.


He had another important identity. In all of the Western Regions and even the steppe, he was the most renowned Turkic horse merchant!


If Wang Chong wanted to realize his plans of fending off both Ü-Tsang and the Western Turks, completely altering the fate of Qixi, he first had to have sufficient warhorses.


Wang Chong's first batch of Wushang were about to complete their training, but if they did not have warhorses, they could not become the 'Wushang Cavalry' that could dominate the world!


Thus, even though he had to risk the danger of Gao Xianzhi and Fumeng Lingcha discovering him, Wang Chong had still run off to the Western Regions to find the number one horse merchant, Hulayeg.


Everyone knew that the best warhorses in the world were not the highland steeds of Ü-Tsang or the warhorses of the Great Tang. In truth, the terrain of the Central Plains simply wasn't suitable for raising warhorses.


All the excellent warhorses of the Great Tang came from the Turkic steppe.


The Turkic warhorse was one of the best warhorses in the world.


The only warhorse that was superior was the Arabian warhorse, but the Abbasid Caliphate was ten thousand li from the Central Plains. In addition, raising Arabian warhorses was extremely problematic, and they were not accustomed to the climate of the Central Plains. Turkic warhorses were both easier to obtain and easier to train and breed, making them perfect for a cavalry force.


In addition, the best of the Turkic warhorses could still measure up to Arabian warhorses.


And if he wanted to buy the best Turkic warhorses, he couldn't go past the 'Hulayeg' that now sat before him. Whether it was the warhorses of the Turkic Khaganates or the warhorses of the Abbasid Caliphate or Charax Spasinu, this Hulayeg and his connections were sure to obtain them.


There was no better horse merchant in the Western Regions.


Wang Chong's Wushang army might be almost done training, but if they wanted to become that invincible army on horseback, they needed a massive number of horses.


But this was not the primary reason behind Wang Chong's disguising himself and coming here.


More importantly, Wang Chong was deeply aware that the Great Tang would face many disasters in the future. It had already entered the season of troubles, and war after war would soon begin cropping up.


In each of these wars, many horses would die.


The greatest problem facing the Central Plains would not be a lack of soldiers, but a lack of warhorses, an inability to form cavalry divisions. Without any cavalry, the Tang armies would lose any flexibility and could only wait to be broken.


The Central Plains was unsuitable for breeding warhorses, so a dead warhorse was one that could not be replaced.


When Wang Chong had been appointed Grand Marshal of the World at the time of crisis, the greatest problem he faced was that of warhorses, and he had been incapable of solving it.


______________
1. The huqin is a sort of fiddle; the hukonghou is a kind of harp; the pipa, hulei, and huobosi are all different kinds of lutes.↩
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If one thought back, the Great Tang once had an opportunity. If it had seized that opportunity, the Great Tang would have been able to obtain a large number of quality warhorses, amply preparing itself for the future wars.


That opportunity was the Turkic horse merchant known as Hulayeg.


But it was no easy task to find Hulayeg. His location was constantly changing. He might be to the north on the steppe, in the Anxi Protectorate, at Talas, in Arabia, or even on the Tibetan Plateau.


Wang Chong had only been able to catch his trail because he had the help of an old hand of the Western Regions in Yang Hongchang, a few clues from his last life, and various rumors, and had told Yang Hongchang to begin searching more than a month in advance.


Even more worrying was that Wang Chong was well aware that he had at most three months until this opportunity was completely lost. Hulayeg, in his arrogance, would end up offending the Western Turkic Ishbara Khagan and get himself and his clan massacred.


Without Hulayeg, no one else would be capable of obtaining a large number of quality steeds from the Turkic steppe. There was no one else like Hulayeg who had so many connections that he could open the horse trade with the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates.


The name of Hulayeg would become nothing more than a lament echoing over the steppe and the Western Regions.


And not long after his death, the two Khaganates would place a complete ban on any horse trading. Thenceforth, the Great Tang would lose its final chance and descend into a severe shortage of warhorses!


Thus, when Wang Chong heard that Hulayeg was in the Western Regions, he immediately set off. There were some things that had to be handled as quickly as possible, as such opportunities might never present themselves again!


"Who are you? Don't you know that this is my territory? Get out of here!"


A roar in Turkic interrupted Wang Chong's train of thought. Hulayeg had an indignant expression, and his right hand was already pressed on his scimitar, apparently ready to strike.


Wang Chong smiled and said, "Hulayeg?"


Hulayeg's face froze in surprise. "Who are you? How do you know my name?" He was using an alias in the Western Regions, and those who knew his true name were very few, the majority being his friends.


But he had no recollection of this youth.


"Haha, don't panic. I was introduced by another."


Wang Chong smiled and took an item from his waist. This was a metal token, glossy and black, with a strange beast carved upon it. It was a different style of token from the ones of the Central Plains.


It was clear that it was not a product of the Central Plains.


"Oh, so you were that person of the Great Tang's Yang Clan that Damuge told me about."


Hulayeg raised his thick and straight eyebrows and his demeanor instantly relaxed. His right hand let go of his scimitar, but his face twisted into a look of contempt.


"Damuge is truly interesting. Does he not know that I never do business with the Han? The Turks and the Han are natural enemies, and he wants me to sell horses to the Han? Ridiculous! Hahaha, okay, no matter where you came from or what you want from me, leave while my mood is still good! Beauties, come, let's continue drinking, hahaha!"


Hulayeg embraced the women with both arms and began to drink red wine, spilling it down his beard. He was completely disregarding Wang Chong.


"Hahaha!"


Wang Chong couldn't help but laugh at these words. Unperturbed, he seated himself across from Hulayeg.


"In the old days, Modu surrounded Gaozu of the Great Han. Trapped, Gaozu was compelled to deliver ten thousand ingots of gold, leading Modu to retreat and break the siege of Baideng1. No Chanyu or Khagan has ever been able to resist, so I didn't think that Hulayeg would have such strength of character, to be more upright than the Khagan, placing honesty over wealth. This one is full of praise."




Upon hearing Wang Chong's words, Hulayeg suddenly put down his wine. "Hahaha, interesting, interesting, interesting! I've underestimated you!" His eyes shining, he suddenly raised his head as if noticing Wang Chong for the first time.


"The rest of you, leave!"


Hulayeg glared, frightening those Hu beauties that he had been embracing just moments ago. Crying, they almost fell over themselves as they ran out.


Hulayeg glanced at Wang Chong and said, "So, you've come to give me ten thousand ingots of gold?"


'Modu surrounding Gaozu' was a historical event from one thousand years ago that everyone in the Central Plains and the Turkic steppe knew.


At the time, the Great Han Emperor Gaozu, Liu Bang, had just conquered the world. He commanded one million soldiers and had countless generals under him. At the height of his complacency, he found the Turks knocking on his door. In the end, he led his armies up to the north and encountered the two hundred thousand cavalry under Modu and was surrounded at Baideng.


This was the first large-scale conflict in history that involved pure infantry versus pure cavalry!


Although the infantry were far more numerous, in the present, everyone knew what two hundred thousand cavalry meant. On the expansive steppe, even sweeping away one million infantry presented no difficulty.


Such was the power of a cavalry charge!


It was at that time that the Central Plains truly recognized the power of organized cavalry and began to engage in large-scale purchasing and breeding of horses. And everyone knew what the final result of this project was.


In the era of Great Emperor Wu of Han, a massive force of Han cavalry had been built up to wipe away the blemish of Baideng. This army marched south and north, east and west, in the end utterly defeating the Turks, driving them north past the Tian Mountains. It would take centuries until the Turks finally managed to recover!


The name of that massive steppe tribe was even changed from Xiongnu to Turk so as to indicate that this tribe had nothing do with that humiliation, greatly increasing the heavenly prestige of the Han. Everyone knew this2.




As a result, the 'Siege of Baideng' was a taboo subject both in the Central Plains and amongst the Turks. From a certain perspective, it was even more taboo amongst the Turks.


However, the meaning Wang Chong wanted to express was clearly not this.


Throughout history, the Central Plains had always had the concept of 'the family, country, world3', but the steppe was different. Even a legendary sovereign like Modu Chanyu had been bribed by ten thousand ingots of gold, so wasn't Hulayeg's statement that he wouldn't sell horses to the Han because the Turks and the Tang were at war simply laughable?




This was a discussion between merchants, and Hulayeg was a Turkic horse merchant who traveled all over the Western Regions and worked with the various factions like a fish in the water. No matter what sort of relationship the Turks had with the Great Tang, he would never let it affect his own standpoint, nor would he ever hold any sort of love for his country.


The only thing he cared about was profit.


For enough profit, he might even sell off the Ishbara Khagan!


"What is ten thousand ingots of gold? Is the great Hulayeg, the greatest horse merchant of the steppe, and dealer of so many superb warhorses in the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, thinking about making only ten thousand ingots of gold?" Wang Chong lightly said, his expression happy and content.


Buzz!


Hulayeg's eyes suddenly shone with a bright light. He stared at Wang Chong for three seconds and then suddenly covered his bare chest, his face turning serious.


"It seems like I underestimated you again. Your ambition truly isn't small!"


Hulayeg now spoke with a completely different tone.


"Speak; how many warhorses do you need? Three thousand? Five thousand? Eight thousand? Ten thousand?"


Wang Chong chuckled and shook his head to all of them.


"Twenty thousand?" Hulayeg was beginning to pale. The people who came to buy horses from him usually only bought one, two, three, or five thousand. Anyone who would buy five thousand would already be one of his major clients.


After all, five thousand superb Turkic warhorses was enough for five thousand cavalry, an impressive number. As for twenty thousand, he had never even sold that many horses in one transaction.


If this young Han wanted to buy twenty thousand warhorses, then Hulayeg had to admit that he had gravely underestimated him.


"Haha, twenty thousand? Isn't Sir Hulayeg looking down too much on me? Sir, as the number one Turkic horse merchant, is this all the horses you can really gather?" Wang Chong faintly smiled.


His first batch of trained Wushang warriors was already five thousand people. These people would become the best horsemen. The dexterity they had trained from living amongst the mountains coupled with the speed of a warhorse would allow them to display their abilities to the maximum extent.


In one second, a standard Wushang Cavalry was able to change directions sixteen times, attack eleven times, and even travel under the belly of the horse to get to the other side three times.


These abilities could not be described through phrases like 'knows how to ride', 'can sit stably', or 'cavalry'. Not even the Turkic elites, of a people who were said to live on horseback, were capable of such feats.


They were the ideal horsemen, the strongest horsemen!


Wang Chong needed a warhorse for each one of the five thousand Wushang in this batch. And Wushang had around fifty to sixty thousand people, so Wang Chong needed at least this many mounts.


And in the future battles, the Great Tang would always lose many warhorses. For the sake of stockpiling, a conservative estimate would place his needs at three to four hundred thousand horses.


In truth, Wang Chong had internally estimated that the best number for the Great Tang would be seven or eight hundred thousand, and even more if he could get them!


"As long as it's on the steppe, there's no warhorse Hulayeg can't get. Sir, please, just say how many warhorses you need!"


At Wang Chong's words, Hulayeg's face had instantly turned red. As a horse merchant, he could allow anything else to be said about him, but he could never allow his ability to sell horses to be questioned.


This was Hulayeg's weak point.


"At least this many!" Wang Chong smiled and thrust out three fingers under Hulayeg's shocked gaze. "Three hundred thousand horses!"


"Three hundred thousand? Are you joking?!" Hulayeg cried out in alarm. Not in all his business dealing had anyone ever wanted to buy this many warhorses from him. Moreover, three hundred thousand was no small number.


Hulayeg had been able to buy and sell horses so freely because the numbers had never been too large. If they were lost amidst the herds on the steppe, no one would even care.


And the warhorses would reproduce, so no one would even notice the loss.


But three hundred thousand?!!


Only a blind man would fail to notice this loss. Even the Khagan would start taking notice.


"Ha! So this is how it was. It seems like my eyes were wrong. Sir Hulayeg was not the person I was looking for!" Wang Chong sneered. Though he had seemed so persistent, he now suddenly stood up and immediately began to walk away.


While Hulayeg looked on in a daze, Wang Chong was already at the door, his resolve firm.

______________
1. The Chanyu was the previous title used for the ruler of the nomadic steppes, eventually replaced by Khagan. Shortly after founding the Han Dynasty, in 200 BC, Gaozu attempted to deal with the Xiongnu Federation, invading its territory. Modu Chanyu, the leader of the Xiongnu, lured Gaozu's army and surrounded him at Baideng. Gaozu was besieged for seven days before the Han Imperial Court managed to get the Xiongnu to retreat by sending bribes to Modu's wife.↩
2. Historically, references to the steppe tribes as 'Turks', or 突厥, 'Tujue', only appeared in the sixth century AD, while the Xiongnu were prevalent in the second century BC. The Xiongnu continued to vex China for many years after Emperor Wu's war with them, though at a greatly reduced capacity, until they were superseded by another nomadic confederacy, the Xianbei.↩
3. 'Family, country, world' is a concept that has its origins in the 'Classic of Rites' in the chapter 'The Great Learning'. In the chapter, it states that when the ancients sought to bring virtue to the world, they would first cultivate themselves, then they would regulate their families. After regulating their families, they would ensure that the country was being properly governed. After making sure that the country was being properly governed, only then could they pacify the entire world. On some scale, this implies that every person has a duty to live a proper life so that their behavior can reflect on the country as a whole.↩
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"Wait… wait a moment, Sir, please wait! I didn't say that I couldn't do it!"


Seeing that Wang Chong was about to leave, Hulayeg knocked over the silver dish of wine in front of him in his haste to catch up.


"We can negotiate, negotiate… What's the meaning in carrying on business in such a rush?"


Wang Chong stopped and turned his head. "So Sir is saying that you are confident in carrying it out?"


"This, I just felt that the number was a little too large, making it a little difficult, but that doesn't mean I can't do it. If I were given half a year…"


"There is no half a year. At most, three months!" Wang Chong said.


"Is Sir serious?" Hulayeg said.


Wang Chong gave a stern nod.


It wasn't that he was being too harsh or that he didn't want to give him the time, but because this bastard would get himself killed in three months. At that point, what would be the point in finding him to sign a bunch of contracts?


Of course, Hulayeg had no idea of what Wang Chong was thinking.


In addition, Wang Chong had no hope of truly obtaining seven or eight hundred thousand warhorses from Hulayeg. Such a thing was impossible. Not unless the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates went mad would they ever permit such a large cavalry force to appear in the Great Tang.


And seven or eight hundred thousand horses was no small number to feed and raise.


There didn't exist a pasture large enough in the Great Tang to hold them all!


In truth, let alone seven or eight hundred thousand, three hundred thousand had just been a throwaway figure. Wang Chong would consider it a big harvest if he were able to get just one hundred thousand from Hulayeg.


The Great Tang had never purchased this many warhorses before! Not because it didn't have the money, but because it never had access to these channels. At the very least, the Turkic Khagans would never be foolish enough to sell off so many warhorses in support of their foe!


"Let me think about it. This isn't the right place to talk business. Sir, please follow me!" Hulayeg said, his expression much more cautious.


Three hundred thousand horses was no minor matter and involved too many bits and pieces, so even Hulayeg had to act prudently. Upon leaving the room, Hulayeg did not leave through the main door of the pleasure palace, but through a secret tunnel in the basement.


The tunnel ended in a 'dead alley', but there was yet another path here, dark and winding, that led to another area.


No wonder it was so hard to track him down!


As Wang Chong followed Hulayeg through this secret tunnel, he inwardly sighed. As the number one Turkic horse merchant, Hulayeg was actually quite well-known, but very few people could ever find him.


In truth, many of the rumors about him and his whereabouts only came out after his death. Without this information, not even a veteran of the Western Regions like Yang Hongchang would have been able to find him, much less anyone else.


Although he had entered through the pleasure palace, he came out in a nearby tea house. From there, the pair boarded a bronze carriage, which rolled through the dense crowds, meandering through various alleys and streets before finally entering a residence. It was on the outside a rather unremarkable building, but was luxuriously decorated within.


Hulayeg did not bring Wang Chong to the reception hall or his living quarters, but instead opened a secret door and led Wang Chong down an underground passage.


After a while, Wang Chong suddenly asked, "Sir Hulayeg, where are we going?"


"We're almost there. It's right over there!"


As Hulayeg led the way, he suddenly turned his head around. Clang! There was a metal clatter as thick metal bars weighing several thousand jin dropped down between Wang Chong and Hulayeg.


Wang Chong's brow creased, but before he could say anything, another set of heavy steel bars dropped down and blocked the way back.


In a flash, Wang Chong was like a turtle in a jar, trapped between the two sets of metal bars.


"Sir Hulayeg, what are you doing?" Wang Chong asked, his face showing no sign of panic.


"Hahaha!"


Hulayeg began to laugh, his eyes suddenly shining with a crafty light.


"The Great Tang's Young Marquis! I didn't think that I would meet you here. Who could have imagined that you would disguise yourself and run off to the Western Regions? If I put you up for sale, I think many people would be willing to pay a big price. At the very least the Tsenpo of Ü-Tsang and the Crown Prince of Mengshe Zhao would definitely be ecstatic!"


Hulayeg finally tore off his pretense and revealed his true self.


Wang Chong's face momentarily froze, and a hint of seriousness appeared in his eyes.


"When did you recognize me?" Wang Chong asked. He had to admit that things had developed outside his predictions. He had not expected Hulayeg to be able to see through his disguise. The number one Turkic horse merchant was far craftier and more cautious than he had imagined.


"Hahaha, three hundred thousand warhorses? Do you think I'm a child? Buying eight thousand horses would already be amazing for anyone else, and even the Shi Kingdom, one of the richest kingdoms in the world, at most only bought five thousand horses from me at one time. The number is so large and the offer so serious, do you think a normal person would be capable of buying this many?


"To be able to give a number of three hundred thousand, you definitely aren't from the Western Regions, but someone from the heartland of the Great Tang, and assuredly someone with connections to the Great Tang Imperial Court. But the Han of the Great Tang Imperial Court would never run here to do business with me.


"The Western Regions have recently been abuzz with chatter about how the Great Tang's Sage Emperor personally conferred the title of Young Marquis on the person who defeated Huoshu Huicang, Dalun Ruozan, Geluofeng, and Duan Gequan in the southwest, and that person has now built a city of steel in Qixi. I investigated the matter, and the Young Marquis described in those rumors matches your description exactly. Young Master Wang, am I right?"


With these final words, Hulayeg swelled with pride, no longer appearing so stalwart and honest.


"I truly did underestimate you! A trifling horse merchant actually has this sort of intelligence and perception! No wonder you can navigate a complicated place like the Western Regions like a fish in the water, lasting for so many years. It seems that for the future, I'll have to take a bit more time on my homework."


Wang Chong couldn't help but shake his head and chuckle. Even the wisest sage pondering a matter one thousand times could still make a mistake. Wang Chong had to admit that he had been looking down too much on this Hulayeg.


"But even in this situation, do you really think… that just these things alone can hold me?"


Wang Chong glanced at the heavy steel bars and smirked.


It was true that he had not expected Hulayeg to recognize him, but that was not purely because of a miscalculation. At times, when one's martial arts reached a certain level, one didn't need to treat one's opponent with too much regard, especially when outside the battlefield.


"Hahaha, the grand Young Marquis of the Great Tang is a martial arts expert who killed ten thousand people on the southwest's Mountain of God. How could I be careless? Why do you think I insisted on bringing you here?"


A look of cunning appeared in Hulayeg's eyes. Many people believed him to be a boorish man, little knowing that he was just hiding his true self. Although he was in the business of selling horses, it was actually fraught with danger. Finding information, understanding the notable figures of the world and one's hidden business rivals—these were the things that any proper horse merchant needed to do in advance.


"I know that you're very strong, and I also know about your Wootz Steel sword, but it's useless. You see the steel bars? I got those from the Abbasid Caliphate, top-class steel. This steel is incredibly tough and has even been through special processing so that it can be made into the sharpest Arabian sword. Not even your sharp Wootz Steel sword will be able to cut through it.


"In addition, do you know why I'm telling you so much? Because I know that you won't be able to escape! No! Your death is certain!"


Hulayeg began to roar in laughter. The majestic Young Marquis of the Great Tang who had recently shaken the world and attracted attention from all sides would now die at his hands. This was truly a feat worth being proud of!


The Khagan would probably richly reward him once he learned of this!


Wang Chong half-closed his eyes, his expression calm as he silently smirked at Hulayeg.


"Since you know I have my Wootz Steel sword with me, then do you know exactly just how sharp it is?" Wang Chong suddenly said.


Buzz!


Hulayeg's laughter suddenly came to a halt.


"How sharp? Hmph, there's no need. Once you're dead, I'll personally take it from your corpse and test it for myself. Enough; quietly go down!"


Hulayeg suddenly stomped his foot on the ground nearby. Clingclang! There was the faint sound of some mechanism triggering. Rumble! A massive pit suddenly appeared in the ground, and before Wang Chong could react, he and the bars dropped together into the abyss.


No, these were not just 'bars'. By now, it was evident that Hulayeg had baited Wang Chong into standing within a large metal cage, which those descending bars were part of.


When Hulayeg opened his pitfall, Wang Chong descended together with the special metal cage.


What an impressive mechanism!


As wind rushed by his ears and his surroundings began to blur, Wang Chong had to admit that Hulayeg's trap was much more intricate than he had imagined.


Hulayeg's goal had not been to capture Wang Chong in the cage, but to hold him there momentarily so that he could drop him into the pit.


Even if he didn't die from the fall, he would still be imprisoned beneath the ground. Even if Wang Chong had such prodigious strength that he could break free of the steel cage, ten-some days of not eating or drinking would still leave him dead just the same.


These thoughts lasted in Wang Chong's mind merely a split second, and he quickly regained his composure.


The metal cage dropped so quickly that it took only a few seconds before Wang Chong was no longer able to see the mouth of the pit. He was surrounded by pitch-black darkness that made it impossible to distinguish anything.


Moreover, the enormous inertia from the descent made it difficult for Wang Chong to use his strength.
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Unfortunately, this still isn't enough to hold me!


The flash of a sharp sword appeared in the darkness, and a cruel light flickered in Wang Chong's eyes. Clang! A sword rang out as Wang Chong unsheathed his Wootz Steel sword and struck.


Bang!


After what seemed like both a second and endless epochs, a beam of astonishing light suddenly shot out of the darkness. A single slash had been enough to cut Hulayeg's cage of top-class Arabian steel into pieces.


With a jolt, Wang Chong flew out of the cage. His right foot pressed upon its remnants, allowing him to shoot off it like a bird.


After traveling ten-some zhang, Wang Chong stepped on the wall to his right and continued his ascent. Through a repetition of this action, it took only a few moments for Wang Chong to see a point of light in the darkness, one that was rapidly expanding.


The mouth of the pit! A thought flashed through his mind as he looked up.


The metal cage had been extremely heavy, causing the descent to be extremely fast. Judging from his current situation, he had been dropping for only a few seconds, but he had descended around seventy or eighty meters.


For ordinary people, this situation was certain death, but to an Imperial Martial expert like Wang Chong, it was barely worth mentioning.


Whoosh! With a final shake of his sleeves, Wang Chong flew through the mouth of the pit like a sharp sword and lightly flipped onto the ground.


"Ah!"


Screams came from nearby, and when Wang Chong opened his eyes, he saw that the gloomy underground room was full of Hu bodyguards, all of them wounded and bloody.


In the middle of these bodyguards stood a mysterious man, dressed in black, with a travel-worn turban on his head and a white mask over his face. His hand was currently grasping a dagger that was pressed against Hulayeg's neck.


"Get back, get back…"


Hulayeg's face was filled with panic, and when he saw Wang Chong, his fear only deepened.


"Impossible! You… how did you get out?"


Wang Chong grinned as he slowly walked forward.


"Solitary Wolf, let him go." Wang Chong made a gesture with his right hand and spoke to the mysterious man behind Hulayeg.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Solitary Wolf's body blurred as he quickly drew back.


"You're together?!"


Hulayeg was dumbfounded.


Wang Chong silently smiled.


He had dispatched Solitary Wolf to this area long ago and sent him all over the Western Regions. Solitary Wolf had been working in the area for so long that he had put down roots, mingling with the locals and even learning a good deal of Hu languages.


Wang Chong had almost failed to recognize him on their meeting. Of course, for such an important mission like finding Hulayeg, Wang Chong's first order of business had been to call Solitary Wolf back.


If Hulayeg believed that everything would be fine once he had deceived Wang Chong into his residence, trapped him in the steel cage, and sent him plunging into the abyss, then he was truly far too naive.


Wang Chong would have never risked entering the Western Regions without making ample preparations.


"Hulayeg, have you finished thinking about our deal?"


Wang Chong walked up, pulled over the only chair in the room, and slowly seated himself. "As long as you can help me get three hundred thousand horses, we can still carry out this transaction."


Hulayeg froze, clearly surprised that Wang Chong wasn't going to kill him.


"Are you serious? Three hundred thousand horses isn't a small number!"


The moment money was brought up, Hulayeg immediately calmed down, the shrewdness of a merchant appearing in his eyes. Since he couldn't beat Wang Chong and Wang Chong wasn't going to kill him, he might as well consider doing business.


This was the instinct of a merchant. Everything proceeded from profit.


"Since you know that I'm the Young Marquis of the Great Tang, do you think the majestic Central Plains lack the money for a couple hundred thousand horses?"


Wang Chong smirked. Hulayeg was a meticulous and suspicious person, so persuading him was rather difficult.


Hulayeg's eyes widened and he instantly fell quiet.


It was true that Hulayeg rarely did business with strangers, as this wasn't safe. He had only decided to scheme against Wang Chong because he had recognized who he was.


And it was also because he knew that he was speaking to the Young Marquis that he trusted him more than he would an ordinary person.


A person of this stature, and a Han noble at that, would not easily go back on their word. He had the endorsement of the entire Great Tang.


In terms of reliability and ability to pay, Wang Chong actually far surpassed any other party he had worked with.


And besides, three hundred thousand horses… this was truly a massive amount of money!


Hulayeg suddenly found himself somewhat tempted.


"I'll trust you for now, but the price?" Hulayeg said, a look of cunning in his eyes. This was a business deal, and since his counterpart had the backing of the entire Great Tang Imperial Court, if he didn't try to squeeze out a little more money, he would be letting down his reputation as the 'Turkic Fox' of horse merchants.


Wang Chong smiled at these words. Hulayeg had undergone a momentous shift, turning from caution, doubt, and treachery to greed and desire.


However, Wang Chong would have been concerned if Hulayeg were not greedy. As for money…


When the great calamity arrived, all monetary systems would crumble. Gold would become useless.


If he could buy enough warhorses to alter the Great Tang's fate, Wang Chong was even willing to give him all the gold of the Great Tang.


In any case, when the time came, gold would be worth little more than rocks.


"A high-quality warhorse has a market price of eighty taels of gold. I will give you one hundred!" Wang Chong thrust out a single finger, his expression confident and relaxed. "But I only want high-quality warhorses!"


"Fine, fine, no problem!"


Hulayeg's eyes instantly brightened at these words. When buying in large quantities, high-quality warhorses wouldn't cost eighty taels of gold each, but perhaps only seventy-five.


The price of one hundred taels that Wang Chong was giving meant that he made twenty-five taels of gold for each horse. To a penny-pinching merchant like Hulayeg, this was an irresistible temptation.


It had to be said that when he dealt with Ü-Tsang, Mengshe Zhao, Goguryeo, or the other kingdoms of the Western Regions, even at the price of seventy-five taels, the other party would still want to haggle, and the talks would last for ages.


Such a straightforward patron was a dream come true for a horse merchant like Hulayeg.


"But do you truly only want high-quality warhorses? What about the others?" Hulayeg asked, quickly finding this request a little strange.


"Mm, I don't need any other kind, only high-quality warhorses," Wang Chong said.


The difference between ordinary and high-quality warhorses wasn't large. They could all fight and gallop, but the difference became clear when traveling vast distances or charging on the battlefield.


Ordinary warhorses could only charge straight, but high-quality warhorses could bond with their riders, the two becoming a single unit. In addition, high-quality warhorses had better skeletons and muscles.


Since Wang Chong was recruiting the Wushang, he naturally needed to give them the best horses. After all, in his plans, the opponents the Wushang Cavalry were to face were the Arabian cavalry. Only the high-quality steeds of the Turkic steppe could match the huge and sturdy Arabian warhorses.


"No problem! Leave it to me!"


Patting his chest, Hulayeg agreed with astonishing speed.


"With regards to the warhorses, there's nothing I can't do on the steppe. But… the matter of money?"


As Hulayeg spoke, he rubbed the thumb and index finger of his right hand together, a gesture that everyone in the world could understand.


"There's no problem with that. For this first transaction, I require one hundred thousand warhorses. To express our sincerity, we'll first make a deal for ten thousand warhorses. In one month, I want to see ten thousand high-quality steeds at my City of Steel. At that time, I will hand over the payment for those ten thousand horses.


"Just ten thousand warhorses shouldn't be a problem for the great number one Turkic horse merchant, right?"


Wang Chong glanced at Hulayeg.


"Haha, what are you saying? It's just ten thousand high-quality warhorses. In twenty days, I can get them to Wushang for you."


Hulayeg heroically patted his chest.


If Wang Chong wanted one hundred thousand horses in a single month, Hulayeg really wouldn't have been able to do it. After all, it took time to gather these horses from the various tribes.


But just ten thousand high-quality steeds, with Hulayeg's connections and relationship to the chiefs of the various tribes, wasn't a big problem at all.


Moreover, ten thousand high-quality warhorses was one million taels of gold, enough for him to start paying bribes and prepare for the rest of this historic deal.


The two parties quickly reached an agreement. According to the customs of the Western Regions, when signing the contract, both sides bit their thumb and used their blood to leave behind a fingerprint.


"Oh, that's right, Hulayeg, I heard that you have a steward called Yalug?"


Wang Chong suddenly raised his head, a faint smile on his face.


"What of it?" Hulayeg asked, his heart beginning to thump.


Hulayeg truly had found a few stewards to handle his financial affairs, but vanishingly few outsiders knew of this.


Hulayeg never brought them with him when conducting business, and these stewards never showed their face in public.


Hulayeg had some deep apprehensions of the matter and so intentionally kept it hidden.


Not even old friends who he had known for decades had ever met them, much less outsiders.


Hulayeg had no idea how Wang Chong, who had come to the Western Regions for the first time and was meeting him for the first time, knew about his stewards. He even knew that one of them was called Yalug.


"Haha, it's nothing. I'm just asking. But it's difficult to know what's in a man's heart, so Sir Hulayeg should pay a little more attention."


Wang Chong turned and left, a smile on his face.


Hulayeg was still perplexed, but when he saw Wang Chong raise three fingers behind his back, his face instantly lit up in understanding.


Wang Chong quickly left Hulayeg's residence.
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"Young Master, can that Hulayeg really be trusted?"


While working through the crowd of Hu, Solitary Wolf suddenly asked this question to Wang Chong. Although he had been abroad for more than a year and Wang Chong had already been made a marquis, Solitary Wolf still had the habit of addressing Wang Chong as 'Young Master'.


"It has nothing to do with trust. Profit alone is enough. And besides, in this matter, he doesn't have the power to decide who is the trustworthy one."


Wang Chong smiled, but his mind was thinking about that strange expression Hulayeg made as Wang Chong was leaving.


Yalug was Hulayeg's most trusted and closest steward, controlling more than seventy percent of his finances. In Hulayeg's mind, he was definitely a devoted subordinate.


Alas, Hulayeg would have never expected that in just three or four days, this 'devoted subordinate' would abscond with both his money and one of his concubines.


The string of large mistakes Hulayeg made afterward that resulted in his beheading by the Western Turkic Ishbara Khagan was most likely linked to this event.


"In addition, Young Master… one hundred thousand horses is no small number. With our abilities, can we really purchase them?" Solitary Wolf worriedly said.


Based on the price Wang Chong had given of one hundred taels of gold, one hundred thousand quality steeds would cost ten million taels of gold. The construction of Wang Chong's City of Steel was being paid for with loans from the more than one thousand great clans of the capital. Buying this many horses with the Wang Clan's abilities alone was simply out of the question.


"Hahaha, I saw you coming out of Hulayeg's residence with such a somber and worried face, your brows tightly furrowed, but this is all you were worried about. With the Wang Clan's abilities, we naturally wouldn't be able to buy one hundred thousand warhorses, and besides, what does the Wang Clan need with so many horses?"


Wang Chong smiled, a carefree expression on his face. He had never thought about how much gold the horses would cost, nor had he ever cared.


"Then Young Master is buying all these warhorses for…" Solitary Wolf tilted his head in confusion.


He had always believed that Wang Chong had come in disguise to the Western Regions to buy so many warhorses for his own purposes, but now that he was hearing that this wasn't the case at all, he was instantly perplexed.


Even though he had followed Wang Chong for so long, he still felt he couldn't keep up with his thought processes.


"Haha, of course, it's for the Great Tang," Wang Chong immediately said.


Of the one hundred thousand horses, he would leave at most ten thousand for himself, perhaps in the future working with an intermediary to obtain an additional thirty or forty thousand. The rest would all be gifted to the Imperial Court.


Raising these warhorses would be an enormous expenditure that only the Imperial Court could afford. As for the gold needed to buy the horses…


Whether it a few million or tens of millions of taels of gold, it was just a fine drizzle to the Great Tang that barely counted for anything.


The Great Tang might have been militarily on the decline, its people thinking only of peace and no longer as valiant and aggressive as they once were, but the many years of prosperity and commerce with the surrounding foreign countries had truly allowed it to accumulate a vast fortune.


If it weren't used now, when would it be used?


Wang Chong quickly took his leave of the Western Regions with just as little fanfare as he had arrived. The moment he left, a messenger bird with golden claws took off into the air at a speed much faster than ordinary messenger birds, leaving the Western Regions for the capital of the Great Tang.


Several days later, the messenger bird flew through a window and into King Song's study.


"This is… a letter from Wang Chong?"


King Song extracted the letter and immediately began to read through it. The more he read, the brighter his eyes shone, and he finally couldn't help but give an excited laugh.


"Hahaha, one hundred thousand high-quality steeds! Wang Chong, this an enormous feat you've achieved for the Imperial Court. No matter how much gold you need, this king will submit a memorial to the court and do his utmost to handle it for you. I'd like to see just who would dare harbor selfish motives and oppose this motion which will be of such great benefit to the country!"


With these last words, King Song's face turned frigid. Matters were divided by their level of importance and urgency, and while King Song might have been able to disregard interference in ordinary concerns, if there was anyone who dared to make trouble when the Imperial Court was facing such a dire need for warhorses, he might have to kill a few imperial censors or officials.


King Song took Wang Chong's letter and immediately left his estate.


……


Wang Chong quickly returned to the City of Steel. The entire excursion had taken ten-some days, and by now, the City of Steel had taken on a completely different form.


Massive walls forty meters high towered up from the ground, smooth and steep. Any siege ladder or other siege weapon could only lament before these walls.


With the construction of the outer walls complete, nearly 150,000 workmen were now building the inner circle of walls as well as the various restaurants, tea houses, and inns of the city.


The various clans had dispatched their own crews to begin constructing their own restaurants and stores. The entire city was abuzz with masons and carpenters at work.


Wang Chong's fief was on track, and no one would be able to stop it at this stage.


"Lord Marquis, the steel and modules for the initial phase have all been used up. The construction speed from now probably won't be as fast. The sword shops and sword smiths of the various prefectures and provinces still need to finish the rest of the wall modules and send them to Wushang, and I'm afraid that this will take quite some time."


In the blustery winds atop the high walls, Zhang Shouzhi reported the current situation.


"In addition, besides walls, a few narrow alleyways and parapets for soldiers to hide behind are required. These can't be constructed quickly, so the speed won't be comparable to that of the early stages."


"It's fine. With the City of Steel at this stage, we have a firm ground to stand on. This was my initial goal, and we've already reached it!"


Wang Chong stood on the walls, his clothes flapping in the wind.


There were tasks that were slow and tasks that were fast. The modular construction of the city had proceeded so quickly that it seemed miraculous, but many people had failed to notice that preparing the steel modules had required a great deal of time, manpower, and resources before the actual construction.


If he had not borrowed the resources and capital of the great clans and mobilized the forging capability of the entire Central Plains, he would have never been able to pull of his stunning feat of the one-night construction. This was an unimaginably massive engineering project, one that would be only a dream for many factions.


But even though this accomplishment had shocked so many people, the incredible speed of construction concealed a massive flaw of modular construction.


All the shock and awe came from the fact that all the modules for construction had been prepared in advance. Now that all the modules were consumed, one had to wait for the rest of the modules to be finished, resulting in a drastic drop in speed. This was also the reason for the City of Steel's current state.


The frenzied construction had exhausted those mountains of wall modules, leading the speed of the rest of the construction to naturally slow.


But Wang Chong had already reached his goal.


Rumble!


While he was speaking with Zhang Shouzhi, the ground suddenly began to quake and a rumbling like the crashing of the tide came from the north. Shocked, Wang Chong turned to see what was happening. A thick cloud of dust had emerged over the horizon, countless black dots within charging forward with an astonishing momentum.


"Enemy!"


A sharp cry tore through the sky, and the several thousand elite cavalry that Wang Chong had brought from the southwest, as well as the experts the great clans had dispatched, immediately responded. In a few moments, the guards had gathered together into formation, prepared to attack the foe.


Buzz!


Nearby, there was a metal clattering as two massive gates of steel opened, ready to receive friendly cavalry and also to close and keep enemies out so that the thick and sturdy walls could do their duty.


Thwickthwick! Wang Chong heard swishing sounds as the master archers dispatched by the great clans rushed up to the walls and nocked arrows to their bows, aiming them northward.


In a few moments, the City of Steel that had been bustling with activity immediately became fully armed and equipped, bristling with weaponry.


Buzz!


The 'enemy army' grew closer and closer, the dust clouds growing thicker and thicker. Just when a fierce battle seemed about to take place, Wang Chong suddenly sneered, his eyes widening in surprise.


"Halt!" Wang Chong raised an arm and issued a cold order. "All soldiers, await my orders. Maintain defensive positions. Archers, put down your bows! Until you receive my order, no careless actions are permitted!"


So sudden was this order that everyone was left dumbfounded.


"Sir Zhang, wait here. I need to leave for a while to deal with this matter!"


As Wang Chong stood on the wall and looked into the distance, he sneered at the approaching cloud of dust.


"It seems that a good friend of ours has come!"


Wang Chong turned and began to head down the stairs. Behind him, Zhang Shouzhi had a perplexed and dazed expression.


But after squinting in the blazing sun, Zhang Shouzhi suddenly understood, slight shock appearing on his face.


"So it was him!!" Zhang Shouzhi said in surprise, and he looked with deep concern at that war banner that had suddenly been thrust out of the churning cloud of dust.


"Bai Siling, Zhao Yatong, stand guard in the city. Don't come out!


"Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, come with me!"


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


……


A set of horses left a trail of dust behind them as they galloped out of the city.


Cheng Sanyuan and Su Shixuan were two elites that had battled together with Wang Chong in the southwest, two of the one thousand experts Wang Chong had recruited from the great clans.


These two were far stronger than the other clan experts, and they were extremely loyal to Wang Chong.


In order to get in Wang Chong's good graces and pull closer to the Wang Clan and King Song, the clan they had originally served had gifted the two to Wang Chong to serve as his guards.


Wang Chong did not value them solely for their martial prowess, but also for their courage, ability to react on the spot, and decisiveness. During the southwestern war, when Li Siye was leading them back, the Tibetans had attempted to counterattack by intercepting their charge from an angle and disrupting Li Siye's formation.


But this pair had noticed the danger and led a small force to charge into the Tibetan cavalry while they were still forming.


The courageous charge of these ten-some people had scattered the seven or eight hundred Tibetan cavalry, shattering their offense.
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Li Siye had personally spoken of the pair's accomplishments and was full of praise and appreciation.


After observing them for a while, Wang Chong also found them rather decent, so he had tasked Cheng Sanyuan and Su Shixuan with defending and guarding the City of Steel during its construction. So far, the two had performed quite well in their duties.


Rumble!


The cloud of dust from the north continued to approach, and everyone in the city could feel the trembling of the ground from the galloping of horses. All the workmen had long ago retreated within the walls, their work having already been halted.


It was suddenly eerily silent around the City of Steel, leaving only the sound of galloping horses from the north.


The atmosphere was fraught with tension.


More than one hundred thousand eyes nervously peered at the seething cloud of dust and the silent and oppressive figures within. Only Wang Chong on his horse silently waited with a pleasant smile on his face, his expression neither meek nor humble.


Buzz!


As they drew close, the warhorses began to slow, and a massive banner, more than one zhang tall, was extended out of the cloud of dust. Over a black dragon was the common golden rock eagle of the Western Regions, its gaze sharp, claws like hooks, feathers seemingly made of steel. It was so lifelike that it seemed like it would fly out of the banner.


This was the first time since Wang Chong's arrival in the Western Regions that he had seen such a war banner.


While Wang Chong was inspecting the war banner, an extremely muscular and imposing figure rode out of the dust, appearing like some demonic god.


In this moment, everyone could clearly see this man's thickly bearded face, his swarthy complexion, and those bronze eyes, exuding a chilling and dreadful light.


And when this person emerged, a tide of awesome pressure began to come down. Other than Wang Chong and the two elite guards Cheng Sanyuan and Su Shixuan, everyone else in the City of Steel lowered their heads, not daring to meet this person's gaze.


"Wang Chong!"


The moment everyone lowered their heads, they heard a savage voice echoing in their ears, sounding like the whine of a trembling sword. It was fierce and lofty, majestic and oppressive.


When he heard this clearly hostile voice, Wang Chong broke into a smile.


"Lord Protector-General!"


With these words, Wang Chong immediately urged his horse forward without the slightest timidity. In all of the Great Tang, in all of the Western Regions, there was only one person with such a unique voice: Qixi Protector-General Fumeng Lingcha.


…You still couldn't hold it in!


Wang Chong inwardly grinned, though he showed none of this on his face.


Wushang was so close to the Qixi Protectorate that no activity could be hidden from Fumeng Lingcha. But it was clear that the sudden increase in the walls to fifteen meters in a single night, and the continuous increase in height, had made Fumeng Lingcha realize that he had miscalculated and become anxious to move.


The clopping of horse hooves echoed through the skies!


As everyone tensely watched on, Wang Chong led his horse forward, stirring his own trail of dust as he drew closer to Fumeng Lingcha. In the distance, the renowned Protector-General slowed his pace, the soaring cloud of dust gradually settling down to reveal an awe-inspiring army of black-armored elites, veterans of countless battles.


In the blazing sun, all these black-armored cavalry rode in unison, as if they were of one mind. Not a single mistake was made as they marched.


Not even Wang Chong's eyes could see any problem.


That's right, as unmoving as a mountain, as aggressive as a fire! In his early years, Fumeng Lingcha oversaw Anxi. In the aspect of commanding troops, he truly does have some skill! Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Even though there was bad blood between him and Fumeng Lingcha, Wang Chong had to admit that the Great General of Qixi did have some extraordinary attributes. Qixi was a unique place. To the west was the ever-ambitious Ü-Tsang, ready to rush down from the eastern edge of the plateau at any time. To the east was the Turkic cavalry led by the Ishbara Khagan of the Western Turkic Khaganate. Fumeng Lingcha was able to survive in this intersection of two factions and keep both of them out, and his strength was beyond question.


Just through this Qixi cavalry that was both as unmoving as a mountain and aggressive as fire, Fumeng Lingcha had already displayed the extraordinary abilities that had made him an Imperial Great General!


Alas, your envy is too great! Your thirst for authority too strong!


With this thought, Wang Chong quickly returned to his senses.


Fumeng Lingcha was truly a formidable character, and if some of his traits were removed, Wang Chong would have been happy to see that the Great Tang had such a Great General. But Fumeng Lingcha was simply far too selfish.


He was a Hu himself, so he brazenly promoted Hu in the army. All the important posts in his army were almost completely filled with Hu. Whether or not a Han had the ability, they were suppressed just the same.


Moreover, there were signs that Fumeng Lingcha was creating a miniature Hu court in Qixi.


If not, he wouldn't have been so furious at Wang Chong's memorial during the Regional Commanders incident.


In addition, while Qixi was excellent on the defensive side, it was lacking on the offense. In the many years of Fumeng Lingcha's tenure, he had never once been the first to attack, and this posture had never changed.


Qixi could only passively wait for Ü-Tsang or the Western Turks to attack.


Whether it was to alter the result of the coming Battle of Talas, prepare soldiers for Anxi, or change the circumstances of Qixi, Wang Chong had to either remove Fumeng Lingcha or have him transferred elsewhere.


As long as Fumeng Lingcha remained, he would never be able to freely move in the Western Regions. This had to be changed.


The rumbling slowly came to a stop as the two parties grew closer and closer, the atmosphere tenser and tenser. Finally, Wang Chong and Fumeng Lingcha, one young and one old, stopped at a distance of eight or nine zhang from each other. The atmosphere had reached maximum tension.


The two met gazes, none of them saying a word.


"You dare! The Lord Protector-General is present, yet you do not dismount and bow!" A shout came from behind Fumeng Lingcha as one of his deputies, fully armored and gripping black reins in his hand, jabbed a finger at Wang Chong.


You're trying to show off your strength!


Wang Chong inwardly laughed, but his gaze remained fixed on Fumeng Lingcha. In the past, the rankless and titleless Wang Chong would have been easily crushed by Fumeng Lingcha.


But at this time and place, Wang Chong had nothing to fear, not even in front of this Hu Great General whose words could move the world.


And besides, he had once been the true Grand Marshal of the World!


"Impudent! Our Lord is the Imperial Court's newly-titled Young Marquis, a title personally bestowed by the Son of Heaven. He is a true noble of the Great Tang, his status no less than the Lord Protector-General's. Moreover, during the title ceremony, the Sage Emperor personally conferred upon him a courtesy name, making him a disciple of the Son of Heaven! He represents His Majesty the Sage Emperor, and you dare have Lord Marquis bow?!"


As expected, a harsh rebuke came from behind Wang Chong. With no need for any words from Wang Chong, Cheng Sanyuan rode forward and reproved Fumeng Lingcha's deputy. Although they couldn't contend against Fumeng Lingcha's majestic pressure and gaze, they could certainly deal with one of his deputies.


Wang Chong sat unmoving on his horse, but he mentally gave a slight nod.


Cheng Sanyuan and Su Shixuan truly did have fast reaction times. In this sort of setting, having them speak for him would be much better than if he spoke on his own behalf. This was also one of the reasons Wang Chong valued them so highly.


Wang Chong clasped his hands and said, "Lord Protector-General, I have been rude. Not knowing that Lord Protector-General would honor us with your presence, I did not come out to greet you. What noble errand brings Lord Protector-General here?"


His words instantly attracted everyone's focus.


The area around the City of Steel was silent. When the commanding officers on both sides spoke, even Cheng Sanyuan and Fumeng Lingcha's deputy had to shut their mouths. Everyone knew that today's main characters were these two, one young and one old.


The words that these two spoke starting from now would probably affect the future of both the City of Steel and Qixi. At a time like this, no one else dared to interfere.


Fumeng Lingcha said nothing, but his deep and hawkish eyes slowly looked Wang Chong up and down, sizing him up as a hawk would size up its prey.


During the Regional Commanders incident, the two had been almost mortal enemies. Fumeng Lingcha had even personally composed a memorial requesting the Sage Emperor to execute Wang Chong. But in reality, this was Fumeng Lingcha's first time seeing the 'archcriminal'.


Even though he was bursting with hostility toward this youngest son of the Wang Clan, Fumeng Lingcha still had to admit that this boy looked completely different from what he had imagined.


Young!


Far too young! He didn't look more than seventeen!


At this age, even someone as proud as Fumeng Lingcha was still fighting and clawing his way up the ladder in the Western Regions. But Wang Chong was already the Young Marquis of the Great Tang and had been given a courtesy name from the Son of Heaven himself, his status rising to the heavens.


If Wang Chong had merely accomplished all this because of the backing of the Wang Clan and the afterglow of Wang Jiuling's reputation, he could accept all this. But not long ago, Wang Chong had personally defeated renowned figures like Huoshu Huicang, Dalun Ruozan, and Duan Gequan.


Even now, Fumeng Lingcha was still wondering just how much of this was true.


But there was no question that Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao had only been defeated after Wang Chong entered the fray, and they had even lost hundreds of thousands of soldiers, including a large number of cavalry. It was an indisputable fact that their casualties were greater than the Great Tang's.


A sixteen- or seventeen-year-old with such abilities was, in Fumeng Lingcha's estimation, simply impossible. Even someone who began to learn the art of war in the womb wouldn't be capable of such a feat.


The art of war could not be learned simply through reading some books. It required tempering through war, the experience of countless real battles. No Great General could circumvent this process.


But this was not the only thing that left Fumeng Lingcha confused and uncomprehending.


Fumeng Lingcha had spent half his life on the battlefield and had slain countless opponents. For this reason, his body exuded a baleful aura that made even his most trusted subordinates unlikely to approach him or meet his eyes.


There was a certain story in the Western Regions.


In the Western Regions, a particularly famous murderer had evaded capture for several decades, but one day, while passing through Qixi, he happened to accidentally run into Fumeng Lingcha's carriage. A single glare from Fumeng Lingcha had been enough to scare this murderer so badly that his courage shattered, he soiled himself, and he ended up dying a sudden death.


This was the power of the baleful air surrounding Fumeng Lingcha.


It was even rumored that there was a time when the brave Tibetan cavalry attacked Qixi and were glared to death on the battlefield by Fumeng Lingcha.
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One could easily imagine just how thick the baleful air around Fumeng Lingcha was. This was an aura tempered through countless battles, obtained through endless killing, through stepping over mountains of bones. No normal person could stand against it.


But Wang Chong was at most seventeen, yet he dared to meet his gaze without the slightest fear. Fumeng Lingcha had never encountered such a situation before.


No matter what, this was something no seventeen-year-old youth could have.


If this boy isn't removed, he'll definitely be a big problem for me!


Fumeng Lingcha's eyes chilled, and his killing intent flared up. Wang Chong's display had not only failed to engender any admiration, it had made Fumeng Lingcha even more intent on killing him.


The more outstanding and formidable this youngest son of the Wang Clan was, the more Fumeng Lingcha feared him, wanted to kill him.


At just seventeen, he had already been capable of stirring massive waves. A single memorial from him had been enough to throw hundreds of thousands of Hu into extremely passive positions. If he were allowed to mature, wouldn't the Hu commanders be pushed into the periphery, eventually forced out of all the higher levels of the army?


"Brat, listen to my words: it is the hard that are easy to break!" Fumeng Lingcha suddenly said. "Your edge is shining too brightly!"


Buzz!


The moment Fumeng Lingcha spoke, the atmosphere instantly became a hundred times more solemn. On the walls of the City of Steel, the more than one hundred thousand workmen and guards paled.


"Fumeng Lingcha is acting too brazenly! He's clearly trying to bully Wang Chong!"


On the wall, Bai Siling was fuming, but these words had barely left her mouth when a slender and soft hand grabbed her arm.


"Siling, don't say another word!"


Bai Siling turned in shock and saw that Zhao Yatong was looking forward, a look of unprecedented gravity on her face.


Bai Siling's face froze in confusion, but then she quickly sensed something and turned grim as well. She pursed her lips and said no more.


The City of Steel was so quiet that it was possible to hear a pin drop. Other than Wang Chong and Fumeng Lingcha, everyone was as quiet as a cicada in winter, not even daring to breathe too loudly, much less make a comment.


One of these was the Young Marquis of the Great Tang, the Son of Heaven's disciple, while the other was a lord of the Great Tang's western border, an extremely respected and influential Imperial Great General.


Everyone present could only look up to their lofty positions in fear and awe.


"Might I ask what Lord Protector-General means?"


Wang Chong's eyes half-closed, and his expression was much colder. Since Fumeng Lingcha had come with such an aggressive and threatening air, there was no need for him to be polite.


"You are a smart man. You didn't think that I had so quickly forgotten about the Regional Commanders incident, no? If I were you, I would immediately withdraw from Wushang and end this City of Steel!"


Fumeng Lingcha's gaze was frigid, his expression brooking no objections.


No matter how brightly Wang Chong's edge shone, no matter how welcomed he was in the capital, he would always be a young boy before Fumeng Lingcha.


In terms of seniority, there was a gap of ten thousand li between him and Wang Chong, and an even greater one when it came to age.


Thus, Fumeng Lingcha had never even thought about being polite to him.


"That is impossible!!"


Before Fumeng Lingcha could finish speaking, he was interrupted by Wang Chong's even more determined voice. It suddenly felt like the temperature had plunged, and the troops both parties had brought with them began to feel a numbness in their skulls, a tension that made their bodies tremble.


No one had imagined that these two major personages of the empire would be so hostile on their first meeting. When people at this level grew angry, anyone would pale in fear.


"Lord Protector-General, do you know what you are saying? Wushang is my territory, and it does not seem like I need Milord's permission to build a city on my own territory, much less Milord's concern!" Wang Chong coldly said.


The two were already at odds during the Regional Commanders incident, and Wang Chong had long expected that Fumeng Lingcha would not rest on his laurels as Wang Chong built his city in Wushang. But Wang Chong had never expected that he would come so early and with such ferocity.


"Brat, you are being too insolent!"


There was a gust of wind as Fumeng Lingcha suddenly urged his mount forward. At the same time, he began to exude a majestic energy. At this moment, he seemed as vast as a mountain, and his energy continued to rise, causing the air in a radius of several dozen zhang to grow hazy.


This powerful pressure was utterly stifling.


Neigh!


Even Cheng Sanyuan and Su Shixuan found it hard to resist Fumeng Lingcha's pressure, and their mounts were strenuously backing away.


"Milord!!"


The two paled in fright.


Warhorses in the army had all gone through intense training so that they would not retreat, even in the face of a sea of blood or mountain of blades. But the pressure of Fumeng Lingcha's baleful aura was so thick that not even warhorses could endure it.


Neigh!


On the other side, the Qixi elites and their warhorses were in a similar situation. But since these were Qixi elites who had served Fumeng Lingcha for a long time, they had urged their horses back in advance.


The only people left were Wang Chong and Fumeng Lingcha, the two commanders.


When enemies met on a narrow path, the more courageous would emerge victorious. The energy Fumeng Lingcha had unleashed was not something ordinary warhorses or soldiers could endure. This was enough to highlight the discrepancy between the two.


Although Wang Chong had already reached the Imperial Martial realm, he was still far from Great Generals like Fumeng Lingcha. The difference in strength was recognizable at a glance.


"Bastard!"


Wang Chong's knuckles cracked as he clenched his fists. He knew what Fumeng Lingcha was up to, and if he had still been the Grand Marshal of the World, Fumeng Lingcha's move would have been useless.


But that was then and this was now, and he was still very lacking when compared to the supreme Great Generals of the empire.


Even so, Wang Chong did not panic. He extended the index and middle finger of his right hand and thrust them into the thick mane of his horse, pressing them against an obscure acupuncture point. The neighing and nervous warhorse suddenly calmed down, its eyelids drooping.


Let alone the Qixi soldiers, even Fumeng Lingcha was stunned by this sight, completely surprised by this development.


Fumeng Lingcha could never have known that though Wang Chong was weaker than him, Wang Chong knew countless ways to calm a warhorse.


A horse had a certain acupuncture point that could induce drowsiness. If the appropriate amount of strength was applied, one could use this point to calm down a horse.


This was one of the simplest methods.


"Brat, a good trick!"


Fumeng Lingcha gave a furious smile, even more intent on killing Wang Chong.


"Not even your father or older brother would dare act so insolently before me! I will give you another chance! I will let you carefully think about it for ten days. If this city is still here, don't blame me for being rude! Remember! This isn't your capital!"


Leaving these words ringing in the air, Fumeng Lingcha turned his horse around and galloped off.


"Withdraw!"


Shouting out this single word, Fumeng Lingcha took off into the distance. Behind him followed the elites of the Qixi Protectorate, stirring a thick cloud of dust, leaving just as quickly as they had come under the respectful gazes of those in the city.


"Bastard!"


Not long after Fumeng Lingcha left, Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong rode out of the city.


"This is your fief, awarded to you by the Sage Emperor. What right does he have to act this way!"


Bai Siling's face was red from rage.


"Fumeng Lingcha truly is acting above his station, and he clearly came this time to deal with Wang Chong. But this really is his territory, so it will be very difficult for us to overcome him," Zhao Yatong said. She was much calmer than Bai Siling and much more rational, but her brow was similarly fraught with a deep concern.


In the end, Fumeng Lingcha was still a Protector-General of the empire and one of the supreme Great Generals. Whether in prestige, strength, or status, he was far above Wang Chong.


And this place was very far from the capital, so the Wang Clan had much less influence. In contrast, Fumeng Lingcha wielded the real power here. If Wang Chong offended him, he would find it very hard to make any progress in this place.


"He would dare!" the furious Bai Siling said with an air of indignation.


"Can a Protector-General ignore the laws of the land? I don't believe that he would dare to act recklessly! The Imperial Court has so many imperial censors, and the spittle from a single one is enough to drown him to death. And even if he really was so bold, would the Sage Emperor forgive him?"


"He wouldn't dare to do anything in plain daylight, but it's hard to say what he would do from the shadows."


At this voice, Bai Siling's brows rose in anger, but when she turned her eyes, she saw a familiar face.


"Wang Chong?!"


Bai Siling looked in a daze at Wang Chong.


"If Fumeng Lingcha really wanted to move, then that's what he did just now. This was a warning, and also a threat. As one of the supreme Great Generals, he truly has far too many methods available to him. It seems like the existence of the City of Steel really is a threat to his status, making him uneasy," Wang Chong said.


"But can we really just ignore it?" Bai Siling angrily said.


Wang Chong fell silent. He wasn't completely ready, making this a poor time to break into hostilities with Fumeng Lingcha.


"Lord Marquis, why don't we report this matter to the Imperial Court? Perhaps this will make him more restrained?" a voice softly said.


Wang Chong turned and saw that Cheng Sanyuan and Su Shixuan also had anger burning in their eyes.


"It's useless. Without any actual influence and only our side of the story, the Imperial Court can't do anything. In addition, Fumeng Lingcha only made verbal threats, but he hasn't actually done anything. Not even the imperial censors can reprimand him for that."


This was not Wang Chong's first time involving himself with the politics of the court, and his big uncle Wang Gen had been earnestly giving him advice this entire time with a mind to nurturing his political intuition. As a result, Wang Chong was well aware that it would be hard to pin any charge on Fumeng Lingcha for his conduct today.


After all, he was the Qixi Protector-General, a Great General of the empire!
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"Don't worry about him. Let's all go back for now. This is my territory, and it doesn't matter what Fumeng Lingcha wants to do. He won't do anything here, because this is my land!" Wang Chong spoke these final words with a heroic resolve.


This was a fief personally bestowed by the Sage Emperor, so Wang Chong had complete administrative rights over the territory. Any noble, even members of the imperial clan, would have to control themselves here!


Wang Chong had been granted this special right.


It's seems like I'll have to speed things up. I can't allow Fumeng Lingcha to stick around, Wang Chong said to himself as he looked in the direction Fumeng Lingcha had left.


Fumeng Lingcha's appearance had only made him more determined to switch out the Qixi Protector-General. Otherwise, many quarrels awaited him in the future.


With a wave of his hand, Wang Chong quickly returned to the City of Steel, and the City of Steel fell back into its normal state, the rumbling and clattering of steel echoing through the heavens.


……


"Milord, will we really be waiting ten days? That bastard's construction speed is far too fast. In ten days, that city might already be finished and we'll be too late. And that brat is too brash and arrogant. By relying on the prestige and status of the Wang Clan, he doesn't even regard Lord Protector-General with any respect."


While Wang Chong was returning to his city, on the other end, a deputy from the Qixi Protectorate finally couldn't hold back his complaints.


"That's right!" another deputy agreed, his face furious. "A boy who’s still wet behind the ears with only this trifling title of marquis dares to speak like that to Lord Protector-General! But while Lord Protector-General was battling across the world and achieving great things for the Great Tang, this brat was probably still in the womb! The Wang Clan's people have gotten too full of themselves."


The deputies' words made Fumeng Lingcha's face twist into a most unsightly grimace.


It was clear that this excursion had not turned out like Fumeng Lingcha had planned. Wang Chong's stance had been much tougher than he had expected.


"Enough!"


Fumeng Lingcha's words immediately frightened his two deputies.


"Do you all really think I would give him as long as ten days? Since he's so insensible, he can't blame me! Aluona, is everything on that side ready?"


"Reporting to Milord: everything is ready. Only Milord's order is needed." A Hu Qixi general equipped in black armor lowered his head and spoke with an expression of absolute respect.


"Then begin!"


Fumeng Lingcha clenched his teeth, a harsh light in his eyes.


Rumble! It was just at this moment that an astonishing boom came from the City of Steel. Upon hearing this noise, all the Qixi soldiers instantly fell silent.


Fumeng Lingcha's complexion turned even nastier.


"Let's go!"


With this order, Fumeng Lingcha led his Qixi elites off, quickly vanishing into the distance.


……


All of Qixi returned to peace, but beneath the calm exterior, an invisible storm was gathering energy.


Several hundred li to the west of Qixi, a plateau soared into the sky, a high mountain looking over a vast abyss. Although this was an empty and masterless area, many people could only ever view it from the distance.


This was the territory of the Tibetans.


The thin air of the plateau made most of the world's elite cavalry regard it with dread. Even the extremely aggressive Turks had never tried to occupy the plateau.


It was for this reason that the Tibetans often said that this was a land gifted to them by the heavens.


In the golden autumn of the ninth month, when the vegetation was lush and green, the plateau also presented a flourishing sight.


Rumble!


The ground suddenly began to quake. At first, it was just as gentle as a light breeze, but it began to increase in intensity until all the grass was swaying madly.


Whoosh! A fierce gust of wind blew over the plateau, and in the distance appeared a churning cloud of dust, from which sharp cries issued.


In the blink of an eye, thousands of Tibetan cavalry had coalesced as a dark cloud, an endless flood, awesome and dreadful.


The Tibetan Plateau was entirely flat terrain, and to the Tibetans, who had always chafed against restrictions, it was the best land for them to ride their horses where they pleased, giving them a taste of that freedom they so cherished.


Neigh!


As these countless Tibetan cavalry shouted and galloped, a roar like that of a dragon suddenly suppressed all other noise.


The sound of the galloping horse herd immediately subsided.


Rumble! In a flash, a mighty pure-white steed that seemed to carry the bloodline of dragons shot out of the herd like a lightning bolt, leaving a long trail of dust behind it.


A stalwart man was mounted on the horse, more than seven feet tall and bearing a thick mustache, with long and narrow eyes that exuded a sharp light. He had the bearing of a god that intimidated those around him.


Neeeigh! In a split second, that divine steed with its snowy mane and jade-like hooves went from extreme speed to extreme stillness, halting at the edge of the plateau.


Behind it, the thousands of Tibetan highland steeds also began to slow, the warhorses and their riders adopting respectful expressions.


The highland steeds of Ü-Tsang were mostly all black or of mottled coat. Rarely were they ever pure white, with even their hooves shining with the luster of white jade. In all of the northeastern border, only one person was allowed to ride this divine steed of the Great Snow Mountain.


The Eagle of the Steppe, Dusong Mangpoje!


The battle with Longxi's Big Dipper Army had ended not too long ago, so no one would have expected this Ü-Tsang Great General to show up here.


"Look at that! The mountains and rivers reaching on into the horizon!" Dusong Mangpoje suddenly said as he looked down the plateau from atop his horse. "Truly a beautiful sight!"


His eyes were extremely sharp, able to pierce through the cloud layer of the Tibetan Plateau and take in the mountains, deserts, rivers, and even the distant Turkic steppe.


Across the world, was there any that was so blessed by the heavens as the Tibetan Plateau, that had the spirit and superiority to dominate the world?


"Lord Mangpoje can also be enchanted by this landscape? Why is it that I can only get interested in killing?" A voice came from behind him, accompanied by the slow trot of a horse. Another stalwart man had appeared, his body appearing as sharp and slender as an unsheathed blade.


This person's face was thin and the contours of his face seemed to have been chiseled out, making him exude an aura of sharpness. Compared to Dusong Mangpoje's gentle and reserved aura, this person gave off an aura of stern harshness.


Beneath him was yet another snow-white divine steed, but unlike Dusong Mangpoje's warhorse, this horse had hooves of red, as dark as dripping blood.


Anyone who saw the hooves of this warhorse would feel a deep discomfort.


In truth, the thin and tall rider gave the same impression. A thick killing intent seethed around his body. There was only one person in all the north of Ü-Tsang who could get so close to Dusong Mangpoje with such thick killing intent, and that was 'Dayan Mangban'.


In the entirety of Ü-Tsang, the people who had attained the Great General level could be counted on one's fingers. Although Dayan Mangban was not a Great General, he was acknowledged by the entire Ü-Tsang Empire, including the Tsenpo and the Great Ministers, as a future 'Brigadier General'!


Although his strength could not compare to Dusong Mangpoje's, the gap was not a substantial one.


There were two great clans in the northern region of Ü-Tsang, the Dayan Clan and the Dusong Clan. They were both extremely old and powerful clans, with long histories and deep roots in the region.


In Tibetan, 'Mangban' had the meaning of 'hero', 'talented one', 'brave'.


From this, one could easily imagine the strength of someone named 'Dayan Mangban'. And besides that, his ability to ride the 'Bloodhoof Steed' from the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple and obtain the temple's acknowledgment was proof enough of his strength.


In Ü-Tsang, anyone who could ride the Bloodhoof Steed represented a special existence, that of 'slaughter'.


The Bloodhoof Steed of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple had always been given to individuals with exceptionally thick killing intents.


Dayan Mangban's course through life had been somewhat different from Dusong Mangpoje's. He had not risen from the regular army, and rather than the melees and formations of regular armies, Dayan Mangban was more skilled in assassination!


Ü-Tsang had many small countries on its border: Greater and Lesser Balur, the Shi Kingdom, the Kang Kingdom, Tukhara, and many others. Many of the renowned generals from these small kingdoms had been killed at the hands of Dayan Mangban.


(TN: Greater and Lesser Balur were both located in what is now northern Pakistan, in Gilgit and Baltistan. The area was a critical part of the Silk Road. As mentioned before, the Shi and Kang were people that lived in the region of Sogdiana. The Shi Kingdom had its capital in Tashkent, now in Uzbekistan, while the Kang Kingdom was associated with the city of Samarkand. Tukhara, or Tokhara, is another name for Bactria, a region that straddles the modern countries of Afghanistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Pakistan.)


In the Western Regions, Dayan Mangban had another name: the God of Death.


"Haha, you can kill while I claim those lands for the Tsenpo and the empire. We can both kill and get the land, so why not do both?" Dusong Mangpoje said without turning his head.


The Dusong Clan and the Dayan Clan could be considered longtime friends, and Dusong Mangpoje was also rather familiar with Dayan Mangban. However, this was the first time the two had worked together.


The situation required their cooperation.


"Is the information reliable?"


Dayan Mangban rode his horse up to Dusong Mangpoje's, and they both looked down the plateau together at the deserts, mountains, and the vast steppe in the distance. His eyes were slightly squinted and bursting with an intimidating chill. It was like he was an eagle on the hunt, ready to plunge down and strike.


In his eyes, there were no opponents, only prey.


"Fumeng Lingcha is a wily old fox. When he was presiding over the Western Regions, he used schemes to vanquish an army of the White-Robed Arab. And Qixi has always had a meticulous defense, so tight that not even a drop of water could get through. For him to suddenly relax so much, can we really trust it?"


"No Imperial Great General is easy to understand, and Fumeng Lingcha naturally isn't that simple. However, this shouldn't be a fake. During the Regional Commanders incident, Fumeng Lingcha sent a memorial requesting that boy's execution. That matter caused such turmoil that the whole world knows of it. Now that the boy has boldly pushed into Qixi and is building a city in Wushang, right underneath Fumeng Lingcha's eyes, this is a naked challenge. Given his headstrong personality, it would be far stranger if he was actually able to stomach his rage."


Dusong Mangpoje stroked his thick mustache, his eyes half-closed and a faint smile on his face.
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Ü-Tsang might not have been a party to the 'drama' taking place in the Great Tang's northwest in Qixi, but it had been keeping a close eye on it the entire time. Gao Xianzhi, Feng Changqing, Fumeng Lingcha, and Longxi's Geshu Han… the long arc of a border between the Great Tang and Ü-Tsang was garrisoned by no less than three of the Great Tang's Imperial Great Generals.


In normal circumstances, Ü-Tsang would never dare to rashly act until it had made all the preparations and gathered sufficient soldiers.


But with the arrival of that 'Brigadier General' from the Great Tang, the future 'Great Tang Eighth Great General', Ü-Tsang suddenly found a chance. In truth, Dusong Mangpoje and Dayan Mangban had come because they had smelled bait.


And none other than Fumeng Lingcha had laid this bait!


"Hmph, he's rather smart. Although I don't like being used by others, if it's that bastard… I don't mind being used just once! The Tsenpo and the Great Minister are probably thinking the same thing," Dayan Mangban said.


The air instantly grew rather solemn. Dusong Mangpoje had shut his mouth, not saying a word.


In the Ü-Tsang Empire, the name 'Wang Chong' and even the events of the southwestern war had become a sort of taboo. The plague that this youngest son of the Wang Clan had spread through the plateau even now had still not come to an end.


Several hundred thousand cavalry of the Ngari Royal Lineage had been smashed into dust in that campaign, with the Four Royal Lineages now becoming three. And the mountain of corpses had become the foundation for that person's reputation.


Even the Ngari Great Minister Dalun Ruozan, known and respected throughout the world for his intelligence and courage, had ended up being jailed by the Tsenpo because of that campaign.


Other than a few of the Great Tang's renowned generals, no one in the history of Ü-Tsang had ever dealt the empire as grievous a blow as Wang Chong. And not even those renowned generals would have done what Wang Chong did, spreading plague over the steppe.


One could easily imagine the loathing all the Tibetan commanders felt for Wang Chong.


When it was learned that Wang Chong was building a city in Wushang, only several hundred li from the northern border of the plateau, even though Ü-Tsang knew that Fumeng Lingcha had intentionally leaked this news, it was still willing to take the bait.


"The Han have a saying that goes, 'for a nobleman to take revenge, ten years is not too long', but we Tibetans can't wait that long," Dusong Mangpoje said, his expression grave. "This internal strife amongst the Tang is an extremely rare chance for us. Geshu Han doesn't know that we're here yet, so we can use this opportunity to eliminate that Wang Clan scion. Threats must be strangled in the cradle. If that youngest son of the Wang Clan is allowed to mature, he will become a mortal affliction for our Ü-Tsang in just two or three years, and the Great Tang really will obtain yet another Imperial Great General. No matter what, we cannot let him leave alive, much less allow him to use that City of Steel as a base to reenact the southwest!"


Part of the reason Dusong Mangpoje had managed to arrive so quickly was that he wanted to kill Wang Chong and avenge the two hundred thousand soldiers of the Ngari Royal Lineage. But the other part was that the Tsenpo had felt a deep unease.


The Wang Clan's youngest son was a manifestation of this deep concern, a most unpredictable variable. Based on the Lion City that he had constructed by the Erhai, no Tibetan believed that he was building this City of Steel in Wushang purely to manage his fief.


"Get ready! Use this chance and eliminate him to avenge Dalun Ruozan and the others. As for Fumeng Lingcha, we still need to keep an eye on that old fox. I will keep watch on him."


Dusong Mangpoje quickly turned his horse around and galloped back in the direction he had come.


"Heheheh…"


Dayan Mangban looked down over the edge of the plateau, toward that place on the horizon where thick smoke curled into the sky. He gave a mysterious laugh before turning his horse around and galloping into the distance.


The pair quickly vanished.


……


"Wang Chong, what are you preparing to do next? The ten days will go by quickly. Are you really planning to withdraw? Or do you plan to completely break off relations with him? But Fumeng Lingcha is Qixi's Protector-General!"


On the high steel walls, Bai Siling followed behind Wang Chong, her black eyebrows tightly creased. Ever since Fumeng Lingcha had left, Bai Siling had been very concerned, her heart weighed down by worry.


Although she was infuriated by Fumeng Lingcha's actions and felt them to be extremely shameless, he was still an Imperial Great General, the highest commander of Qixi. No one could underestimate his words.


Wang Chong held his hands behind him and indifferently said, "There's no need to break off relations, as that's already happened."


While Bai Siling had been concerned and worried, Wang Chong had spent these last few days acting like nothing had happened.


"I absolutely cannot withdraw from Wushang, and he absolutely cannot let me be. The 'ten days' were just a time he gave on the spot, but he would never really give me ten days."


"Ah?!" Bai Siling was first stunned, but when she glanced at the relaxed look on Wang Chong's face, she instantly turned furious. "Then why are you still so calm?"


"Haha, relax. He wouldn't dare do anything too out of line. Qixi's Protector-General can only concern himself with Qixi, not with my territory. Moreover, even though I don't look worried, who said that I wasn't doing anything?"


Wang Chong turned his head, his lips curling into a faint smile at Bai Siling's furious appearance. After spending a while with Bai Siling, he was beginning to find her worried and angry appearance rather cute.


Bai Siling froze for a moment, and just when she was about to ask just what this plan was, she was interrupted by the galloping of hooves. A horseman was riding in from the north, stirring a large cloud of dust. From the distance, he could be heard shouting, "News!"


After passing through the city gate, the rider quickly dismounted and made his way up to the city wall, where he clasped his fists and got down on one knee in front of Wang Chong.


"Lord Marquis, this subordinate has finished the investigation according to your orders and has come back to report!"


"How was it?" Wang Chong said, clasping his hands behind him.


"Reporting to Lord Marquis! We've investigated the Qixi Protectorate headquarters. Everything there is proceeding normally, and the Lord Protector-General has not made any strange movements," the kneeling rider said.


Then what of the border between Qixi and Ü-Tsang?" Wang Chong asked.


"Reporting to Lord Marquis: other brothers went to investigate. Everything appeared normal, but…"


The rider hesitated, his eyes occasionally glancing at Bai Siling.


"It's fine. You can speak plainly. She's one of our own," Wang Chong said.


In the military, it was a rule that intelligence reports could not be lightly told to those outside the army. In her long dress, Bai Siling clearly did not seem like someone from the army, so the rider had been somewhat apprehensive.


"Yes, Lord Marquis! We made a careful inspection and realized that on the border between Qixi and the Tibetan Plateau, the defenses on the east are as normal, but the defenses on the western lines have clearly become much sparser, with fewer troops stationed there," the kneeling rider said with lowered head.


Wang Chong raised his head and muttered, "The defenses on the western line… isn't that exactly where our City of Steel is? Fumeng Lingcha is trying to divert the floodwaters, borrow another's knife to commit murder!"


These words left the rider and Bai Siling trembling in shock, especially Bai Siling. She had been at Wang Chong's side this entire time, but she still had no idea what countermeasures Wang Chong had made.


"Wang Chong, do you mean that Fumeng Lingcha wants to use Ü-Tsang to deal with you?" Bai Siling blurted out.


When Bai Siling said these words, her body was ice-cold and her hands and feet were trembling in panic.


The grandiose Qixi Protector-General of the Great Tang was actually planning to invite the Tibetans into the border to deal with Wang Chong. This could be considered treason, and if this news were to get out, it would unleash a storm that would shake the entire court.


"It's not that he wants to, but this is his only method. Although Qixi has many strong soldiers, those are soldiers of the Great Tang. If he were to use the soldiers of Qixi to deal with me, he would be digging his own grave. The risk would be far too great, and His Majesty would never spare him. Fumeng Lingcha has been in the army for many years and is a meticulous planner. He would never leave behind such a massive flaw. Thus, allowing the Tibetans in and borrowing them to kill me is the only solution," Wang Chong lightly said, his gaze sharp and perceptive.


Fumeng Lingcha might have come with a fierce momentum, but Wang Chong knew that the cards available to him were actually rather limited.


"Withdraw!" Wang Chong quickly turned back to the rider.


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


The rider immediately left down the stairs.


"Sanyuan, has the person that Old Eagle sent arrived?" Wang Chong suddenly said.


"Reporting to Lord Marquis: he arrived an hour ago and is currently awaiting Lord Marquis's summons," came a voice from behind him.


Wang Chong nodded and headed down the walls.


Within the City of Steel was a newly-constructed building of upturned eaves and arches. It was here that Wang Chong met the disciple Old Eagle had dispatched. This was a youth of fourteen or fifteen with a rather ordinary appearance and rough skin. He was the sort of person that would immediately be forgotten in a crowd.


On his shoulder was an eagle around one foot long, with a sharp beak of gold and claws like hooks. This kind of eagle was a smaller species, and its gaze wasn't very sharp. Its eyes seemed rather turbid, giving it a rather dumb appearance.


"Paying respects to Lord Marquis!" Upon seeing Wang Chong, the youth quickly kneeled on the floor and bowed.


"You are Old Eagle's disciple?"


Wang Chong slightly creased his brow.


He rarely interfered in Old Eagle's concerns. While he was building the city in Wushang, countless birds had been observing him from the air, so Wang Chong had requested Old Eagle to send someone over. Old Eagle had quickly responded, saying that he would be sending a disciple that he was rather proud of. But Wang Chong had not expected that Old Eagle's disciple would be a teenager, and given how unimpressive the eagle on his shoulder was, Wang Chong truly found it hard not to feel discouraged.


But he had been with Old Eagle for so long that Wang Chong was confident that Old Eagle would never put in the bare minimum effort for such an important matter like this. There had to be some sort of explanation.


"Yes, Lord Marquis. This lowly person is an orphan that Master picked up in the capital. Afterward, I remained in Master's residence, learning how to train birds. During the southwest incident, Master did not let me go with him, so Lord Marquis has never met me before. That's right, I have a letter here from Master. Lord Marquis will understand everything after reading it."


The youth took a letter from his bosom and offered it with both hands.
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Wang Chong skeptically took the letter and began to read it.


Although his brow was creased at the start, it slowly began to relax, his eyes growing brighter and brighter. Eventually, he put down the letter and gave the youth an extremely odd look.


In the letter, Old Eagle had given a detailed introduction of his disciple, bursting with praise for this unimpressive youth and even claiming that the boy could carry on his legacy and would be of great help to Wang Chong in Wushang.


Old Eagle had particularly mentioned that those who trained birds were completely different from what ordinary people imagined. This was especially the case for those people who gathered intelligence. The more ordinary one was, the less likely they were to attract anyone's notice.


In this aspect, Old Eagle's disciple was a perfect fit.


"Your master said that the eagle on your shoulder is completely different from ordinary eagles. It's a new breed recently produced from your master's hidden chamber and specializes in hunting and killing other birds. Can you give a demonstration?" Wang Chong said.


He was truly rather curious. Old Eagle had always bought his birds from bird sellers and then used a special method to train them into the best and most outstanding hunting birds.


But now things were different. Old Eagle had opened up a hidden chamber where he bred birds through his own special methods to develop unique and specific traits.


Such a thing had never happened before.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!" the youth responded, and stood up. As his head turned to the eagle on his shoulder, his eyes flashed with an astonishing light. In that moment, he appeared like a sword leaving its sheath, a sight so unforgettable that even Wang Chong found himself a little moved.


"Little Sha, strike!"


The youth patted the eagle's back and suddenly gave a sharp whistle. In an instant, the turbid-eyed and dispirited old eagle shook its feathers, and its gaze became incredibly sharp and intimidating.


Wang Chong had seen many birds, including the rock eagles of the Western Regions, the gyrfalcons of Goguryeo, and the Turkic hawk-eagles, but none of them had such an intimidating gaze, sharper even than a sword.


Creee!


An almost metallic whistle could be heard as the eagle shot into the air like a lightning bolt. Boom! A hole appeared on the opposite wall. The sandalwood boards threaded with metal had been punched through and left shattered and broken. Countless claw marks had been left on them, each of them several inches deep as if the owner of these claws had cut through the boards as easily as tofu.


Creeee! There was another sharp cry as the eagle returned, shattering yet another wall as it flew back into the room and onto the boy's shoulder. As it drew back its metallic wings and drooped its eyes, the eagle returned to its turbid-eyed and dispirited self.


It was like nothing had happened. Only the shattered wood, the holes in the walls, and the deep claw marks served as evidence for what had happened.


"Not bad!" Wang Chong praised, his eyes bright. He finally understood why Old Eagle had dispatched this disciple and this bird.


"You may go now! I need you to watch the movements on the Qixi and Ü-Tsang border. This is the map. In addition, I've written out your instructions here."


As Wang Chong spoke, he took out a prepared map as well as a silk bag and handed them over.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!" the youth affirmed, and took both items before quickly leaving.


……


Time slowly passed, and night fell.


The winds howled across the vast plains, traveling from the Tibetan Plateau into the skies. The night grew late and the starlight dimmed. This was the moment when everyone tended to fall asleep, when they were at their drowsiest.


Gallop! Suddenly, the earth began to tremble as the sound of galloping hooves came out of the starry night. While almost inaudible at first, it quickly became a thunderous rumbling.


In the dim starlight, one could see thousands of cavalry, wave after wave sweeping forward. These cavalry were fully armed and armored, all of them quiet. They were like demon gods walking through the underworld, and the air was so oppressive as to be stifling.


"We're here!"


A harsh shout could be heard. At the very front of the cavalry was a pure-white steed with four hooves of blood. The Tibetan general on its back raised an arm, his body exuding vast waves of energy that caused the space in a radius of several dozen zhang around him to twist and contort.


His eyes looked forward, his expression cold.


"Ahead of us are the lands of the Great Tang. The people from the Qixi Protectorate have already withdrawn, so now is the time for us to move. Does everyone understand tonight's mission?"


"Yes!" all of the soldiers replied in frightening unison.


"Remember, kill Wang Chong and destroy the City of Steel, and tonight will be the night we wash away our Ü-Tsang's shame!"


The Tibetan general unsheathed his scimitar and howled, immediately taking the lead as he plunged down the plateau.


Neigh!


Thousands of highland steeds neighed as they flooded down the plateau, leaving behind thick clouds of dust. They galloped toward the City of Steel with an unstoppable momentum.


……


In the City of Steel, the light of thousands of furnaces blazed, making the sky as bright as day. Amongst the furnaces, tens of thousands of workmen were busying themselves on the walls.


This place was currently the busiest and most active place in all the Western Regions.


"Careful of the crane!"


"Teams eight and nine, remember to align the modules. Don't leave behind any gaps!"


"Workmen stand aside! Prepare to pour the solder!"


Countless craftsmen directed the work on the walls, issuing order after order. Now that a new batch of wall modules and steel had arrived, the City of Steel had once more become a hive of activity.


……


"Squads two and three, check on squad four. They went out on patrol, but why haven't they come back yet?"


While all the craftsmen were laboring, the people patrolling around the City of Steel also had no time to rest.


Ever since Fumeng Lingcha had come with his army, the City of Steel had been under heavy guard both day and night, with the range of patrols being expanded even farther.


Right now, if anyone got within ten kilometers of the city, the City of Steel would be warned and could prepare itself.


Outside the city, in the light of the furnaces, the cavalry captain in charge of patrols said, "Milord, squad four was led by Zhang Xiao. He's very strong and has always been cautious. They should be fine." They were all elites who had survived the war of the southwest and had extensive battle experience. They were more than well-equipped to deal with a situation like this.


But before the cavalry captain could finish speaking, a scream came out of the night.


"Ah! Careful, enemy!"


This voice was like a boulder crashing down, instantly sending waves of turmoil through the City of Steel. The tens of thousands of craftsmen working on the walls suddenly stopped and nervously turned in the direction of the scream. The atmosphere was deathly still.


It had always been peaceful and quiet around the City of Steel. Such a situation had never happened before. The most worrying thing was that though no one could see anything or tell what was going on, they could all hear that only someone on the verge of death could scream like that.


"Careful!"


"Everyone, get ready!"


The first to react were Cheng Sanyuan and Su Shixuan. The two were in contact with the patrol squads night and day, and they could instantly recognize that this was the voice of fourth squad captain Zhang Xiao.


Zhang Xiao was definitely no weakling. No one knew what his squad had encountered, but one thing was certain: it had been ambushed.


Rumble! Following Cheng Sanyuan and Su Shixuan's orders, the guards around the City of Steel began to gather. In a short while, they had taken up their orderly formations, exuding a dense killing intent of a heavily guarded fortress.


After surviving the war of the southwest, the cavalry under Wang Chong were far superior to ordinary cavalry, both in training and in strength.


Buzz!


While Cheng Sanyuan and Su Shixuan were gathering the guards of the City of Steel, the workmen outside the city sensed the tension of the air and hurriedly fled into the city.


"What's happened?"


In a flash of white light, Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong mounted the walls. At the same time, another erect figure appeared beside them in a gust of wind.


"Lord Marquis!"


Upon seeing this figure, the surrounding people lowered their heads and bowed.


"That was Zhang Xiao's voice."


Wang Chong looked into the distance, his expression grim and his brow furrowed. He could remember everyone who had fought together with him, and all those he had brought to the City of Steel had extraordinary strength.


A guard on the wall lowered his head and reported, "Yes, Lord Marquis. As was routine, today was Zhang Xiao's turn to patrol the north, but he has yet to return. Lords Cheng and Su were preparing to send additional squads to check on him when the incident occurred."


Wang Chong said nothing, but his brow furrowed even tighter. It was quiet in the distance. After that wretched scream, there had been no other noise.


Wang Chong suddenly had a very bad feeling.


Zhang Xiao had taken part in the war of the southwest with him, and he was very experienced, his strength and training even more unquestionable. Wang Chong found it very difficult to imagine what sort of situation his squad could have encountered that could instantly wipe it out, without even a single person able to escape.


The strangest thing of all was that standing on the wall, Wang Chong could not hear a single thing in the darkness.


There were only two explanations for this situation. The first was that everyone in the City of Steel had a problem with their ears. The second was that the opponent who had come this time was far stronger than he had imagined.


The City of Steel was still, everyone staring in the direction of the scream.


Thumpthumpthump!


Time slowly passed, and after some time, a sound could be heard. It was similar to that of galloping hooves, but also completely different. Moreover, it was far too soft a sound.


The atmosphere instantly grew tenser, with even the sounds of breathing growing smaller.


Creee!


When everyone was silently and nervously waiting, a shrill cry could be heard. It was a very sharp sound, one that none of them had ever heard before.


When he heard this sound, Wang Chong's complexion instantly turned solemn. He seemed to remember something, but in the short time available, he found it difficult to completely understand it.


"Look over there!" someone on the walls nervously shouted, pointing into the distance.
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The shout had attracted everyone's attention. Through the dim starlight, the people on the walls could clearly see something approaching from the distance, getting closer and closer… Slowly, those blurred shadows became clearer and clearer, becoming the figures of numerous cavalry.


"Enemy!"


"Prepare for battle!"


……


Several dozen zhang from the walls, Cheng Sanyuan and Su Shixuan stood at the front of their soldiers, their pupils constricting. Without hesitation, they pulled out their swords.


Clangclangclang!


At the same time, their hundreds of soldiers followed suit. There were no shouted signals or thundering drums and flapping banners, only countless sabers and swords glimmering in the cold starlight.


Forged in iron and blood, this army was now extremely disciplined and cohesive. This was definitely one of the most elite cavalry forces in this area.


"Kill!"


In the distance, that army that had traveled under the cover of darkness finally removed the veil. Urged on by that cry, thousands of soldiers pulled out their scimitars and began to howl, their shouts shaking the heavens and seemingly intent on tearing the skies apart.


Rumble! The earth shook as thousands of warhorses picked up speed, exploding with an energy as weighty as a mountain as they surged toward the City of Steel.


But it was at this moment that Wang Chong, with the help of the light from the blazing furnaces, was able to see white symbols on the warhorses of this mysterious cavalry force.


Those were complex, white-colored religious symbols.


When he saw those white symbols on the horses, Wang Chong suddenly paled.


"Cheng Sanyuan! Su Shixuan! Quickly withdraw!"


This anxious shout was like a peal of thunder, frightening everyone. Cheng Sanyuan and Su Shixuan turned their heads, dumbstruck. They were already ready to attack, and they had never expected Wang Chong to give the order to retreat.


"This is an order!" Wang Chong said through clenched teeth, his expression ashen. His eyes were not on Cheng Sanyuan and Su Shixuan, but fixed on that distant cavalry charging toward them like bolts of lightning.


The White Braves!


This thought had thrown Wang Chong's mind into turmoil. He had only just now recognized those white religious symbols.


In all the world, only one cavalry force would paint those unique white symbols on their horses.


The Ü-Tsang White Braves!


Everyone in the world could acknowledge one fact, and this was that the power of a cavalry charge was much greater than an infantry charge. And amongst all cavalry, the Arabian cavalry was the most formidable.


Ü-Tsang's White Braves were the only force that could compare to the Arabian cavalry, even stand on equal ground with the elite Mamelukes.


The Arabian Mamelukes, equipped with the peerlessly sharp Wootz Steel swords, had contributing greatly to defeating the Great Tang at the Battle of Talas. In the later advance into the Western Regions, they had been invincible, sweeping aside the various kingdoms.


The nearby Ü-Tsang Empire quickly became their next target!


When the Mamelukes turned their sights to the Tibetan Plateau, the Ü-Tsang Empire suffered grievous casualties, with the northern lines being almost completely run through. But then the Mamelukes encountered Ü-Tsang's White Braves!


In that battle, the hundred-some thousand Mamelukes, each equipped with a Wootz Steel sword, ran into only four or five thousand Ü-Tsang White Braves, yet the White Braves managed to barely hold on and block their advance.


Although the White Braves had suffered bitter casualties, almost being completely wiped out, the Mamelukes suffered nearly five thousand casualties, an unprecedented wound.


This had been the greatest wound the Mamelukes had received since the beginning of their eastern campaign. It was for this reason that the Abbasid Caliphate eventually gave up its desire for the Tibetan Plateau.


One could easily imagine the strength of the White Braves!


The officers that Wang Chong had trained might have been well-disciplined, might have experienced the fierce combat of the southwestern war, but they were far from reaching the strength of the Arabian Mamelukes, much less the Ü-Tsang White Braves who could contend against them.


Each member of the White Braves was at the Profound Martial realm. They were normally assigned to guarding the royal capital, and would only be dispatched on important missions, rarely involving themselves in ordinary wars.


Wang Chong had never expected that the renowned and valiant White Braves of Ü-Tsang would appear here, outside his City of Steel.


"Withdraw!"


Outside the city, Cheng Sanyuan gritted his teeth. Although he was reluctant, he still chose to give the retreat order. Rumble!The city gate opened, and all the soldiers flooded in as they withdrew.


"Where are you going!"


A thunderous roar suddenly came from the distance. Before the voice had faded away, thwish! A sharp whistle came out of the darkness. Before anyone could react, an arrow shot out, instantly crossing the vast distance toward the neck of a horseman that was currently retreating into the city.


The shot was incredibly precise!


There was no armor to protect this area, so an arrow striking there meant certain death.


"Careful!"


Cheng Sanyuan's pupils constricted and his face paled. The enemy had shot this arrow with incredible speed and with no warning. At the very least, this horseman had not noticed. Clang!Cheng Sanyuan immediately slashed down.


Bang! Sword clashed against arrow, jolting it away. Yet the massive force behind the arrow made it seem like he had not slashed against an arrow, but at the ground.


Crack! Cheng Sanyuan heard something break as his arm went limp and dropped.


Cheng Sanyuan finally grimaced.


"Hurry and close the gate!" Cheng Sanyuan immediately shouted.


Rumble! Each gate of the City of Steel was manned by elite and well-trained soldiers. With Cheng Sanyuan's order, the foot-thick gates weighing nearly ten thousand jin swiftly closed.


Right after the gates closed, whistling could be heard as a rain of arrows arrived. They crashed against the gate, unable to break through.


But when these arrows struck the gate, they let out thunderous booms that rang in everyone's ears. At this moment, everyone had grim expressions.


"Wang Chong, who are these people?" said a voice at his ear. Although this was only the first wave of attacks, even Bai Siling had felt that something was wrong.


"Ordinary soldiers could never be this strong, and their commander wrapped the hooves of the warhorses! These people have definitely come prepared, and they're far stronger than the average cavalry force," Zhao Yatong grimly said.


All warhorses had iron horseshoes on their hooves, so when thousands of cavalry were charging, they produced a frightening sound. Thus, it was very strange that these cavalry had somehow not managed to produce a single noise in the vicinity of the City of Steel.


There was only one explanation for this.


The opponent had come prepared by wrapping the hooves in thick cloth so that the sound of the hooves hitting the ground would be muffled.


Zhao Yatong and the others quickly turned to Wang Chong.


Based on the standard procedure, when an enemy attacked, Cheng Sanyuan and Su Shixuan would gather all the guards and experts and charge the foe.


But before the battle had even begun, Wang Chong had called for a retreat. It was obvious that he had noticed something.


"I'll tell you all later, but visitors never come with good intentions and those with good intentions wouldn't come. I can only tell you that the opponents this time are more formidable than we've imagined!"


Wang Chong looked into the darkness with a grave expression.


Not many people in the Central Plains knew of the White Braves, and if too many people knew about, it would only damage morale, which was certainly not a good thing.


Ü-Tsang is actually using the White Braves to deal with me. It seems like the matter of spreading the plague over the Tibetan Plateau has made me a thorn in their sides. Even the Tsenpo is taking notice, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


The White Braves protected the royal capital and were not permitted to leave without the Tsenpo's permission, especially not to a place as distant as the City of Steel. In this operation, Wang Chong could sense the thick stench of vengeance as well as a firm resolve, an oath to kill!


It seemed like the war of the southwest had become a deep-seated grudge in the heart of every Tibetan.


This was certainly no good feeling!


But these thoughts plagued Wang Chong's mind for only a few moments, and his eyes quickly became clear and calm.


Wang Chong raised an arm into the air and declared, "Pass on my order! Prepare for battle!"


The atmosphere had become extremely tense. All the workmen had retreated into the city, not even daring to breathe too loudly. On the walls, the clan experts nocked their arrows and aimed them out of the city.


Gallop!


The sound of hooves grew more and more concentrated, louder and louder. They seemed to be galloping on the hearts of everyone present, making the atmosphere increasingly tense.


In the City of Steel, it was so quiet that one could hear a pin drop.


Closer!


Closer and closer!


……


Boom! A blazing furnace outside the city walls seemed to be struck by some strange monster, hurtling into the air.


The sky was suddenly filled with embers. In the light of these embers, one could see the flickering shadows of countless cavalry, like devils howling through the underworld.


"Kill!"


In a flash, those horsemen in the shadows had reached the walls. Their eyes were savage, and each of them exuded the ruthless energy of some primordial beast.


Creak! Bowstrings went taut as the clan experts lined up and began to pull back on their bows, their arrows targeted at the White Braves outside the city.


"Wait!"


Wang Chong raised his right hand, causing the sounds to stop.


"Now is not the time to fire. Everyone, wait for my order!"


Wang Chong's face was incomparably stern. If these Tibetan cavalry were the same White Braves from his memories, then an ordinary arrow volley would be absolutely useless against them.
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Tibetan cavalry used extremely thick and heavy plate armor, and the armor of the White Braves was even heavier and sturdier. Not only that, their armor was also strengthened with many toughening inscriptions.


This had been the reason they were able to fight against the Mamelukes of the Abbasid Caliphate!


Thwish! Thwish! Thwish!


On the wall, Wang Chong's forces had chosen restraint, but the White Braves down below had chosen the completely opposite strategy. A shrill whistling filled the air as a dense rain of arrows shot toward the wall.


It seemed like even space itself was being torn apart.


When she saw the long tears left in the wake of the arrows, even Bai Siling paled.


"Careful!"


"Dodge them!


Shouts could be heard on the walls as the clan experts, and even Bai Siling and Zhao Yatong, chose to dodge or hide from the arrows.


These arrows contained an incredible power, and not even these two women were sure that they could block them.


The only person who remained unmoving in the face of this violent storm of arrows was Wang Chong. His face was calm and unchanged.


Boom!


Hundreds of arrows with enough strength to shatter rock and bore through metal exploded toward him. But when these arrows were still several zhang from Wang Chong, they suddenly froze in the air.


Bzzt! Wang Chong blinked, and there was a cold flash of light in the darkness. Suddenly, the countless arrows around him began to rotate under the force of some invisible energy, crashing into and pulverizing each other before dropping to the ground.


Even the roars from the White Braves outside grew quieter for a moment. On the walls, all the clan experts and guards looked toward Wang Chong with deep reverence.


The unmoving Wang Chong amidst the rain of arrows seemed like a god, bolstering and supporting their morale.


"Ready!"


"Raise the auxiliary walls!"


With the creaking of gears, thick and angled metal plates began to rise from the walls, protecting the people behind them.


Mere moments after these plates were raised, the second wave of attacks from the White Braves arrived. Ten-some White Braves were dragging a long, silvery-white object. Driven by the high speeds of the warhorses, it appeared like a shooting star as it flew toward the lofty gate.


A panicked shout came from the wall. "Careful! It's a battering ram!"


At this moment, everyone could clearly see that the silvery-white object had an extremely sharp tip. This was clearly a sharp battering ram of five or six zhang in length.


The surface of this battering ram was covered in complicated silver patterns. Anyone in the army was familiar with these patterns as countless sharpening inscriptions.


These sharpening inscriptions were always used on the best siege weapons, so that even a steel gate several feet thick could be run through.


Bang!


Before there was any time to think, everyone heard a massive boom. At that moment, the entire City of Steel hummed and shuddered as if it had actually been struck by a shooting star.


Before the effects of the first strike had faded away, another set of galloping hooves could be heard. The second silver battering ram from the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple had arrived, hurtling forward as fast a lightning bolt.


Boom! A second earth-shattering crash rang out in everyone's ears.


"Lord Marquis!"


Su Shixuan looked at Wang Chong, his face ghastly pale. If these attacks continued, the gate wouldn't be able to last for long.


At the start, neither he nor Cheng Sanyuan had understood why Wang Chong had ordered them to retreat, but now, even Su Shixuan at his lowest could tell that this enemy was different from others, was no ordinary group of cavalry.


No ordinary cavalry force would also bring battering rams with them while charging on the battlefield.


This wave of enemies was far more formidable and prepared than he had imagined.


"There's no need to worry. No matter sort of siege weapons they use, they'll never be able to open the gates of the City of Steel."


Wang Chong's voice was flat, neither too loud nor too soft, yet it contained an intimidating strength.


The White Braves were nearly invincible in a charge on open ground, and the cavalry under him were simply no match for them. But sturdy walls were a completely different matter.


Wang Chong knew what Su Shixuan was worried about, but this sort of situation would not occur.


The gates of the City of Steel were not made of ordinary steel, but the Meteoric Metal that Wang Chong had imported from overseas. No matter how many sharpening inscriptions those battering rams had or how powerful the White Braves' charge was, they would never be able to break through the gates of Meteoric Metal.


And besides that, Wang Chong had even added many defensive inscriptions onto the gates.


Ü-Tsang isn't good at manufacturing things, so they would never be able to forge such a high-level item. It must be a product of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple.


Wang Chong's mind was abuzz with activity. The regard Ü-Tsang had placed on him was constantly surpassing his expectations, but no matter what they had planned, they would never be able to succeed.


The City of Steel was his dream built on his blood and sweat. In order to give himself a foothold here, he had made ample preparations. Not even the mighty White Braves would be able to break his walls.


"Tell Xu Keyi to start getting ready!" Wang Chong said.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


A messenger quickly left with the order.


Outside the City of Steel, the White Braves were only just getting started in their assault. Boom! Boom! Boom! The silver battering rams struck again and again, crashing against the gates.


At the same time, there was a metal clattering as five-clawed hooks caught onto the edge of the walls.


"Up!"


With a roar, several hundred White Braves dismounted and began to climb up the walls along the ropes attached to the hooks.


"Everyone, come with me! Stop them!"


Su Shixuan grimaced and unsheathed his sword, the first to emerge from the cover of the auxiliary walls and rush toward the hooks.


Fully-armored soldiers rushed to catch up with him.


Every person outside the walls had extraordinary strength. If they succeeded in mounting the walls using these hooks and opened the gate, the more than one hundred thousand workmen within the city would be exposed.


The City of Steel would be the site of a massacre!


Clangclangclang! Swords hacked at the hooks, severing the ropes. Without the ropes, the White Braves dropped back to the ground.


But before they hit the ground, the White Braves cast out their right hands, causing yet another set of five-clawed hooks to latch onto the walls. The White Braves immediately restarted their rapid ascent…


"Sir Zhang!"


Just when the Tibetan assault was at its most intense, when Wang Chong could see that the White Braves had packed the base of the wall, he suddenly turned his head to Zhang Shouzhi, who was being protected by several guards.


"It's about time for us to use the beehives."




"Mm."


Zhang Shouzhi nodded and turned around, quickly descending the walls.


Although he was only skilled in construction, Zhang Shouzhi had been with Wang Chong during the war of the southwest, so he was not completely ignorant in military affairs. These people were formidable cavalry, yet they also had battering rams and hooks, tools that cavalry usually did not use.


These were clearly not ordinary opponents.


But no matter who they were, they had clearly underestimated Wang Chong's convictions in building his city here and the preparations he had made.


Buzz!


While hundreds of White Braves were trying to get up the walls along the hooked ropes, none of them noticed that a dense honeycomb of holes had appeared on the wall, fifteen meters from the ground.


The cold glimmer of arrows could faintly be seen within these holes.


Boom! In a flash, thousands of arrows suddenly exploded from these holes, enveloping the White Braves outside. This sudden attack caught the White Braves completely off-guard.


Dingdingding! Countless arrows landed harmlessly against thick armor, but tens of thousands of arrows had been fired from the wall, and there was no means of dodging them at such close distances. Plushplushplush! Arrow after arrow managed to find a chink in the armor, shooting into unprotected areas like the neck.


Thudthudthud!


In a flash, thirty or forty White Braves who had been caught off-guard dropped to the ground, their corpses sprinkling the battlefield. Others had their ropes severed by the sudden arrow volley and dropped to the ground. In addition, the White Braves outside the walls were also caught in the arrow volley. Squelchsquelchsquelch! Seventy or eighty White Braves were shot dead.


"Damn it!"


"Careful of the arrows!"


Howls and shouts came out of the darkness. None of the White Braves had expected such a strong volley of arrows at close range. Wang Chong's 'beehives' had been hidden very well and given no warning, leading the White Braves to suffer more than one hundred casualties.


In a battle involving tens or hundreds of thousands of soldiers, this loss was insignificant, but to the five or six thousand White Braves, this was no small wound.


"Raise shields!"


"Defend!"


At this moment, the ferocity of the White Braves revealed itself. Despite the furious volley of arrows, not a single White Brave retreated. In the dim light of the fires, the White Braves lowered their bodies and reached under their horses. When they stood up again, they each clutched a thick plate shield in their hand.


The shields were raised into the sky, and in the blink of an eye, they were linked into a massive 'wall' that blocked all the arrows.


"Everyone, get up there and open the gate! Attack the City of Steel!" someone who appeared like an officer of the White Braves harshly shouted. The moment he finished speaking, even more hooks crossed the forty meters of distance to latch onto the wall.


Not only that, under the rain of arrows, several White Braves equipped with strange armor mounted their horses and charged toward the walls under the cover of the shields.
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Bang!


A few moments later, a crash attracted the attention of everyone on the walls. They all turned and saw that a part of the walls nearby seemed to be flaking apart.


Next to this crack crouched several White Braves with unusually strong auras, who were seemingly deepening this crack.


Metal element warriors!


Cheng Sanyuan's pupils constricted and he paled. Wang Chong's City of Steel was extremely sturdy, but this was its greatest weakness. When going up against powerful Metal element warriors, the tough walls instantly became like paper.


"Someone! Target that area immediately!"


Cheng Sanyuan immediately ordered over some archers, but before the arrows could land, they were blocked by the thick shields. The volley of arrows was stopped before some of the arrows could even be fired.


A few of the arrows were even diverted by the Metal element warriors to shoot back toward the walls.


No matter how sharp the arrow, they would all be much weaker against Metal element warriors.


Cheng Sanyuan's eyes widened, and he couldn't help but turn to Wang Chong. "Lord Marquis!"


The enemy was far more prepared than he had imagined. If this continued, the Tibetans wouldn't even need to open the gates to create hole after hole in the walls.



In the blustery winds, Wang Chong gazed at the distant furnace fires, apparently not hearing a single word.


"Lord Marquis, Lord Marquis…"


Cheng Sanyuan's heart was thumping, and he couldn't help but call out a few more times.


"There's no need to worry. No matter how many Metal element warriors they use, they won't be able to open a hole until at least daybreak."


Wang Chong's voice was indifferent, his expression calm. He continued to look forward, no change on his face.


Cheng Sanyuan froze for a moment, upon which he finally realized that though Wang Chong had not said anything, he was keeping note of every shift on the battlefield. But what surprised Cheng Sanyuan the most was still Wang Chong's last few words.


Everyone knew the power of Metal element warriors, so Cheng Sanyuan had no idea why Wang Chong was sure that they wouldn't be able to break through the walls.


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


Though doubtful, Cheng Sanyuan managed to suppress his worries.


On the other end, Wang Chong had perceived Cheng Sanyuan's doubts, but he chose not to explain. This City of Steel had been constructed using an immense amount of gold, an expense that many people couldn't possibly imagine.


If anyone believed that this was a city made of pure metal, then they were making a grave mistake. In the lowest layer of the wall, Wang Chong had installed far too many large-scale defensive inscriptions, toughening inscriptions, and even repulsion inscriptions.


Besides that, Wang Chong had also added thousands of small-scale inscriptions.


Without exaggeration, one could claim that this steel was even more valuable than gold.


If Metal element warriors wanted to break these walls, it wasn't impossible, but the time and energy they would need to pay would definitely be far more than they expected.


Just like Wang Chong had said, on the basis of the enemy's abilities, they wouldn't be able to get through the walls before daybreak, so Wang Chong wasn't concerned at all.


Wang Chong was currently worried about something else.


Something's wrong. What are you thinking…


Wang Chong squinted into the distance as he inwardly muttered to himself.


Cavalry was meant for charging on the battlefield, not assaulting a city. Even though they had brought battering rams, ropes, and hooks with them, it was still a waste of skills. Since his enemy had made so many preparations, even wrapping the hooves of their mounts, they should have understood that these methods would not be able to break the gate.


The problem then was, what exactly was the enemy's goal? Or to put it differently, what was the true target of their attack?


Wang Chong had been hailed as the War Saint of the Central Plains, and he had even played with renowned figures like Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan in the palm of his hand.


No plan or tactic could hide from his eyes. Wang Chong could clearly sense that something was wrong.


Clangclangclang! He suddenly heard the sharp ringing of metal. The first batch of White Braves had finally succeeded in getting past the forty meters of distance and the rain of arrows to mount the wall. Rumble! There was a metal clattering as pitch-black war halos began to resonate and shimmer beneath their feet. A wave of energy exploded, sending the guards on the wall screaming into the air.


The warriors of the steppe, the strongest cavalry of Ü-Tsang, were finally revealing their powerful cultivation. Each of the White Braves had reached Tier 1 or 2 of the Profound Martial realm. Although these White Braves had been trained using the secret arts of the Great Snow Mountain and could not compare to the Profound Martial generals in the army, they were completely capable of crushing the elites of other armies.


The various great clans had dispatched their best experts to protect the city during its construction, but they were simply no match for the White Braves.


"Don't panic!"


"Work together and attack as one!"


"Not good! They're far too powerful!"


"Ah!"


Screams filled the air. Although the experts from the clans had attempted to attack in groups, it took mere moments for the stalwart White Braves to send them flying.


"Kill!"


"Kill!"


Roaring in Tibetan, the White Braves who were usually tasked with guarding the royal capital and protecting the Tsenpo displayed their crushing power. Like tigers amongst sheep, they began to wreak havoc amongst the guards.


Not a single person on the walls was able to take a single blow from them, causing the people within the city to pale.


"Just who are these people?"


"They're just ordinary soldiers. How could they be this powerful!"


……


Every person had been given a deep shock. They all knew that the guards on the walls were well-trained and possessed abnormal strength. They usually only needed a few moments to gather together, and whenever they walked, they always had an erect posture, brimming with vitality.


Those workmen hiding in the city who had originally believed themselves to be very safe began to panic.


As the White Braves charged up the walls and seemed on the verge of opening the gates, the only person who remained calm was Wang Chong.


It's about time, Wang Chong quietly said to himself as he stood on the city wall. His expression was calm, as if everything was proceeding as expected. It seemed like nothing in the world could affect him, nothing in the world could exceed his predictions.


Rumble!


There was suddenly a deafening boom. A group of twenty to thirty soldiers, dressed in black armor, strode out from the shadow of the walls, their gaze sharp and their strength not one bit inferior to the White Braves.


A man of around thirty years, who seemed to be the leader of this group, stood at the head of this force. He drew a Wootz Steel sword and harshly shouted, "Get ready! Attack!"


Clangclangclang! Each of the soldiers drew their own Wootz Steel sword, the sharp tips aimed at the sky, a dense forest of swords glimmering in the starlight.



Boom! In the blink of an eye, this group of soldiers had assumed formation and begun charging toward the White Braves on the wall. As they charged, Halos of Thorns began to emerge from their bodies, one halo after another spreading beneath their feet and strengthening them.


Bang! Stellar Energy exploded and waves of energy churned. The two sides were quickly engaged in a fierce melee, filling the air with the clashing of metal and explosions of sparks.


The unstoppable White Braves suddenly found themselves facing formidable resistance. Not only were they facing opponents of similar levels of strength, these opponents had Wootz Steel swords that could cut through iron like mud. The White Braves on the walls found themselves being forced back, and began to pale.


"Kill them!"


Xu Keyi's voice rang out, and the black-armored warriors quickly paired up, each pair becoming a small formation. The first would slash at the enemy's right or left arm while the second would aim for the head.


One by one, the White Braves began to fall.


On this trip to the City of Steel, Wang Chong had only brought twenty to thirty Profound Martial elite soldiers with him. Unlike the other elites, these were the best of the best. Wang Chong had used the combined influence of King Song, Zhangchou Jianqiong, Xianyu Zhongtong, his father Wang Yan, and his grandfather Wang Jiuling to transfer them here.


In the City of Steel, the soldiers led by Cheng Sanyuan and Su Shixuan were only the first line of defense. The walls of the City of Steel could be considered the second line. As for Xu Keyi's soldiers, they were equipped with Meteoric Metal armor and Wootz Steel swords, and each of them was at the Profound Martial realm.


They were the third line of defense.


Wushang had a complicated terrain and was surrounded by many factions, and it was hard to say that one would encounter ordinary warriors every time. If some experts were to attack, experts of the same level were needed to combat them.


It was for this reason that Xu Keyi's group had been formed.


"Everyone, get ready!"


On the other side, Cheng Sanyuan and Su Shixuan were growing increasingly nervous as more and more White Braves mounted the walls.


Clang! With a furious roar, Cheng Sanyuan and the others drew their swords. Taking up a simple formation of six or seven people, they charged toward the White Braves.


Bangbangbang!


The two sides were instantly engaged in combat. Although the White Braves were powerful, they were much less formidable than the formation containing Cheng Sanyuan and Su Shixuan.


Squelch! Swords plunged through the necks beneath the chinks in the armor, stabbing into flesh. The White Braves began to fall, their eyes wide open and their bodies twitching.


In a one-on-one battle, none of Wang Chong's soldiers were a match for the White Braves, but if they worked together, it was the White Braves that were no match.


And in the end, the White Braves were still cavalry. By forsaking their warhorses and climbing the walls, they had given up their largest advantage.


But for the White Braves, the true sound of death was still coming.
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"Everyone else, stand aside!"


Thirty-some zhang from the most intense area of fighting, several black-armored soldiers kneeled on the ground, the swords in their hands pointed straight ahead.


"Ready!"


"Fire!"


Twang!


A bowstring vibrated and there was a massive boom as a long black arrow pierced through the air, instantly crossing the thirty-some zhang of distance. It struck a White Brave who had just climbed onto the wall, the enormous power bringing him over the wall and plunging him into the darkness.


A stalwart White Brave on the wall saw the large machine next to the black-armored soldiers and immediately paled. "Ballistae! Careful!"


On the battlefield, ballistae would always be one of the greatest threats to cavalry. No matter how many toughening or defensive inscriptions were added to their plate armor, they would never be able to stop the nightmarish ballistae.


No one could have imagined that Wang Chong would use these inflexible, direct-firing, and rather inaccurate ballistae to defend the walls.


In contrast to an open battlefield where two armies clashed, the walls of the City of Steel were narrow, with no space to turn around. In addition, the distance of thirty-some zhang was far too little for the White Braves to dodge the bolts.


"Dodge!"


"Careful!"


……


The White Braves were all astonished and startled. Although Wang Chong only had four ballistae on the walls, the terror of these four ballistae was far more than any number of soldiers could bring.


Anyone struck by a bolt was certain to die.


All the White Braves instantly felt a helpless fear and found it difficult to fully utilize their strength.


"Rah! Let me do it! I'll kill them all!" a White Brave growled in Tibetan, his expression savage as he pulled out his scimitar and leapt forward. He wanted to convert his extreme speed into a jump that would bring him to the black-armored soldiers so that he could kill them all and destroy the ballistae.


But the White Brave could only make it several zhang before, boom! A pitch-black bolt thundered through his chest, sending his corpse flying and bringing it down almost one hundred zhang past the wall.


"Next one!"


"Ready!"


The officer commanding the four ballistae had an ashen complexion, but he remained extremely calm. After shooting down that White Brave, he immediately ordered for the next bolt to be loaded and aimed for the next shot.


The soldiers operating the ballistae seemed ordinary, but they were all elites that Wang Chong had selected from the Annan Protectorate. They were also involved in one of Wang Chong's new ballista experiments.


The greatest flaw of ballistae was the fact that they could only fire straight and lacked flexibility, making them very easy to dodge. Moreover, the manufacturing costs for the ballista bolts was extremely high. Thus, Wang Chong was attempting an experiment.


He had selected the soldiers from the army who displayed incredible talent in operating ballistae and formed them into small teams. In this way, he could somewhat resolve the problem of accuracy. In addition, this team of talented ballista operators would be able to display the might of the ballistae to their maximum extent.


From the current situation, it seemed like Wang Chong's experiment was bearing results.


The only problem was that ballistae were still a weapon under the control of the Imperial Court. Wang Chong could construct as many ballista bolts as he wanted, but he could not do the same for ballistae.


Even transferring these four ballistae had required Wang Chong to use King Song's influence in the court and a special application.


Twang!


Boom after boom filled the City of Steel, echoing far into the darkness. There might have been only four ballistae on the walls, but operated by those ballista teams, they fired very frequently.


The frequency of ballista fire made it seem like there were thirty or forty ballistae rather than just four. The White Braves on the wall were almost completely suppressed.


A few of the White Braves attempted to use other soldiers to cover them, but it was clear that all the White Braves had underestimated the accuracy of these four ballistae. Once the ballistae were visually calibrated, the White Braves would be shot the moment they revealed themselves.


The appearance of these four ballistae instantly altered the course of the battle on the walls.


……


"Wonderful! I knew Lord Marquis would have a way!"


"No wonder Lord Marquis didn't move. He already predicted all this!"


"Haha, Lord Marquis is a divine strategist. Not even the Tibetans or Mengshe Zhao were a match for him. I was just saying that these enemies could never stop him!"


"Heheh, and just who was trembling in fear just now?!"


The more than one hundred thousand workmen had been silently observing the battle from within the city this entire time. When they saw this sight, they instantly became confident. Wang Chong was the nail that kept the entire City of Steel firm.


Although they had all been somewhat dissatisfied to see Wang Chong just standing on the wall, by now, no one dared to doubt him.


In the distance, Wang Chong's back was illuminated in the swaying light of the fires, his clothes flapping in the wind. At this moment, the crowd saw Wang Chong's back as a majestic and stable mountain.


Plans made in the tent can decide victory one thousand li away. Whether it's the southwest or the northwest, no matter what it is, as long as he wants it, nothing can escape his grasp. It's no wonder so many great clans in the capital want to build relationships with him, giving him whatever he wants, whether it's people or money.


Because if they follow him, they'll always be able to succeed!


While the workmen in the city were chattering, nearby, no one noticed that Zhang Shouzhi was silently watching Wang Chong, mentally sighing in emotion.


Of all the craftsmen, he had been the first to follow Wang Chong and had experienced life and death with him. Thus, Zhang Shouzhi had a rather good understanding of Wang Chong.


But the more he understood Wang Chong, the more admiration and respect Zhang Shouzhi felt for this teenager.


The intelligence and resolve he had shown far surpassed his age. The more one interacted with him, the more one would trust him, would want to follow and assist him.


On the walls, Wang Chong had no idea what these people were thinking. His thoughts were on the strategic level, far above the battle before him.


It's about time. Just where is it…


Wang Chong's mind was currently whirring with thoughts.


No matter how formidable the White Braves were, using them to besiege a city was putting the cart before the horse, so Wang Chong had never regarded them as a true threat. His thoughts were on other matters.


Did I overestimate them? Someone who could think about using cloth to wrap hooves and bring battering rams from the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple shouldn't be an ordinary opponent. Just what are you up to…


Wang Chong's brow furrowed as he silently thought. From the very start, he had noticed that something was wrong.


Dingdingding! A metallic clattering rang out in his ears, and Wang Chong focused. In front of him, several hooks had flown up and latched onto the wall.


In just a few moments, there was a roaring at his ears as red-eyed White Braves began to climb up the walls and appear before Wang Chong. Without a word, the White Braves pulled out their scimitars and began to hack down at Wang Chong.


"Hmph, not knowing your own strength!"


As Wang Chong broke his train of thought, he sneered. It was true that each White Brave was a Profound Martial expert, armed to the teeth and with incredible defensive capabilities.


But even though they could contend against the powerful Mamelukes, they were just mantises trying to stop a carriage to him. Against these charging White Braves with eyes of bloodlust, Wang Chong didn't even move, allowing them to slash at him.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


Each White Brave slashed with all his strength, thunderous blows aimed at Wang Chong. A full-strength blow from these White Braves could even cleave apart mountains. But against Wang Chong, their scimitars seemed to strike an invisible wall several zhang out and were frozen in the air.


"What's going on?"


"What evil art is this fellow using?"


"Why can't I move my scimitar?"


"Pull it back! Back!"


"Everyone, work together to kill him! He can't deal with all of us!"


The White Braves were both shocked and furious, caught completely off-guard by this sight. Not in all the battles they had participated in had they seen a sight like this.


But what frightened them the most was that flat and unconcerned voice.


"Is that so?"


These words were not spoken in Han, but in the Tibetan that they were all familiar with.


"It's that Han!"


All the White Braves stared in fear at Wang Chong, and when he raised his head to look at them, all of them felt an ill foreboding.


"Run! Run!!" one of the Tibetans shouted out, and in the blink of an eye, all of them felt an intense danger that made their scalps go numb.


Driven by some instinct, they abandoned their scimitars and fled, but it was already too late.


Boom! Wang Chong blinked, and there was a cold flash of light. A powerful energy instantly began to pull all the White Braves back toward Wang Chong.


"Careful!"


"My Stellar Energy! He's absorbing our energy!"


"Evil art! He knows evil arts!"


"Ah!!"


The strongest warriors of the Tibetan Plateau were now in complete panic, a primordial fear emerging in their eyes. Before the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, the White Braves were helpless, unable to even move a muscle as their Stellar Energy flooded out of them and surged into Wang Chong's body.


Not only that, even their thick plate armor, inscribed with so many defensive and toughening inscriptions, began to twist, crumple, deform, and constrict under the force of Wang Chong's technique.


"Ah!"


There was a short burst of screams before all eight of the White Braves were compressed into balls of flesh and metal, dropping around Wang Chong.


The battle had begun quickly and ended even more quickly. Eight fierce White Braves had not even managed to get close to Wang Chong before having all their energy absorbed and being killed.



                                                                        Chapter 734: Dayan Mangban! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




"Seeking your own deaths!"


Wang Chong didn't even glance at the remains as he quickly collected himself.


With his current level of strength, even ordinary Saint Martial experts were no match for him. As soon as he had the chance, he could suck them dry of energy. These White Braves were only at the Profound Martial realm.


Wang Chong didn't even need to move for those White Braves to all die around him.


With a wave of his sleeve, Wang Chong sent the corpses of the White Braves rolling over the wall and down below.


Rumble!


Just when Wang Chong was beginning to move his attention to scan the area, it happened. Without the slightest warning, an earth-shattering boom came from within the City of Steel, followed soon after by miserable screams.


"Ah!"


"Shit! It's a spy! A Tibetan!"


"Save me, save me! My leg!"


"Run, run!"


The originally calm city instantly turned into mayhem, with screams, explosions, pleas for mercy, crashes, and waves of energy adding to the din. In just a few moments, the atmosphere in the City of Steel had completely transformed.


The controlled situation had suddenly become fraught with tension, and countless more variables had appeared.


"This is impossible!"


The Great Tang warriors on the wall were trembling in fear as they turned in shock toward the screaming below. Wang Chong himself had turned around even more quickly. For a single moment, the entire wall was quiet, as still as a grave.


Even the black-armored soldiers operating the ballistae couldn't help but turn and look in shock.


The City of Steel was the most defended place in the region of Wushang, and no place in the City of Steel was more heavily guarded than the inner city. In addition, all the workmen and craftsmen taking part in the construction were Han. Not a single one was Hu.


Moreover, all of them had their backgrounds and families registered in the Bureau of Revenue, verified by the officials and great clans in the capital. Besides that, all of the workmen had crew leaders, the crew leaders had foremen, the foremen had chief foremen… There was layer after layer of accountability, making it simply impossible for outsiders to sneak in.


The City of Steel was also guarded by several thousand guards and cavalry that maintained a perimeter ten li out from the city.


One could say that even though Wang Chong's City of Steel had many people, it was probably the hardest place in the Western Regions to sneak into. In addition, Tibetans looked completely different from the Han. Even if the White Braves were taller than the average Tibetan, they still had very different physical features. Just the red blush characteristic of the plateau on their faces made them easy to pick out.


This was not something that could be hidden by a taller body!


Just how had these Tibetans managed to sneak in?


"Over there!"


At this moment, no one was more composed than Wang Chong. Although he was surprised at the start, he suddenly felt like he had found the answer to all his questions. From the start of the battle, Wang Chong had never been able to clear up a single problem: why were these people so confident that they could break the City of Steel?


Just by relying on these battering rams and hooks?


Assaulting a city was completely different from a battle on the open field, and such methods were meaningless. Only when he heard the screams from within the city did Wang Chong finally understand.


The opponent this time was far more difficult to deal with than he had imagined, and far more frightening.


Although Wang Chong still didn't know exactly how it had been done, there was no question that his enemy had managed to pass the many safeguards of the City of Steel and had also succeeded in altering his appearance enough to sneak into the city.


These spies hidden within the city were his enemy's true trump card.


I truly want to know just who is the leader of this attack! Wang Chong quietly said to himself, his eyes turning cold and sharp.


He had encountered his fair share of renowned Tibetan generals. Whether it was the slain generals Tumi Sangzha, Longqinba, or Jiaosiluo, or the even higher-ranked Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan, he knew the style of these generals like the back of his hand.


But this Tibetan general had a completely different style. The muffled hooves, the feint attack, the plate shields, Metal element warriors, hooks, battering rams, infiltrators within the city, and even attacking by night to avoid being observed by birds—Wang Chong had never encountered any Tibetan general who used such tactics.


This was a complete departure from the straightforward nature of Tibetans, and in some aspects, this general was even craftier than some of the generals of the Central Plains who were well-versed in military strategy. Not even the Fox of the Battlefield, Yao Guangyi, could compare to this mysterious commander.


Wang Chong found it very hard to recall a Tibetan general that was this hard to deal with!


But the urgent task at hand was to take care of the mayhem in the city. Otherwise, the massacre of the powerless workmen would lead to such chaos that the gates might end up falling.


Buzz!


Without any time to think carefully, Wang Chong leapt off the walls. But the moment he jumped, he suddenly felt a strange sensation behind him. What originally felt like a wheat bristle instantly began to expand, turning into a furious storm in a split second.


"Heheheh, I've caught you…"


An indifferent and cold laugh faintly echoed in his ears like a joke from the god of death. Although he could see nothing, Wang Chong immediately felt an intense danger.


"Not good!"


Wang Chong paled. His enemy had remained hidden here for some time, concealing his energy and waiting like a venomous snake. Only when Wang Chong was focused on the distant turmoil and revealed a flaw had he suddenly struck.


And this strike was a fatal one.


Not since his reincarnation had Wang Chong encountered such a sinister, cunning, and lethal foe.


Bang!


There was no time to think. An enormous storm of Stellar Energy exploded from Wang Chong's body, and he immediately pushed the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art to its limits. Visions of the sun and moon appeared on Wang Chong's shoulders.


Boom! A sharp bolt of energy, imbued with a destructive energy, swept past Wang Chong's original position like a sharp arrow. It continued to travel for several hundred zhang, twisting the air in its wake until it eventually landed a hundred zhang from the gate in a fierce gale.


The intense winds pounded against the gate, causing it to bang and rattle, and filling the defenders with fear.


On the other end, Wang Chong had turned to look after barely dodging the strike, and the sight left him astonished.


"Brat! Your reaction's rather good! You actually managed to dodge that."


In a place close to Wang Chong's original position was a muscular and barbaric silhouette standing like a god, his right hand holding a black and red spear, more than one zhang long and thicker than a child's arm.


His gaze was cold and arrogant, brimming with disdain. It seemed like nothing in the world was worthy of his acknowledgment, much less able to stand on the same level as him.


But the most frightening of all was the savage, ruthless and murderous aura seething around him. It was like he existed solely to destroy all things of this world!


Wang Chong had seen many experts, but never one as savage and dreadful as this, more like a crazed demon than a human. He was bursting with an intense desire to kill and destroy that he had never encountered in any other expert.


"Just who are you?"


Wang Chong looked gravely at that insane demon of a man, his mind in turmoil.


This person was crafty and cunning, well-versed in the ways of strategy and tactics. And he was also patient and skilled in concealment. All this plus that thick killing intent that could only have been refined through mountains of corpses and seas of blood had completely upset Wang Chong's traditional impression of Tibetan generals and experts. It was enough to leave a deep brand on anyone's mind, leave them a sight that they could never forget!


A powerful foe!


Unquestionably powerful!


Wang Chong knew that he had made an extremely terrifying opponent in the northwest, one that he had no recollection of.


No!


As his gaze passed over that black and red spear that seemed to want to even pierce the heavens, Wang Chong's eyes widened as his mind recalled a single person. The northwest was a complicated land. Ü-Tsang, the Great Tang, the Western Turks, the kingdoms of the Western Regions, and also the Abbasid Caliphate, Charax Spasinu, Sindhu… various factions intersected here, engaging in fierce combat every month.


While determining a person's identity through their killing intent wasn't exactly difficult, it wasn't that easy either. But if one added to that the demonic spear that was so rarely used in the Western Regions in his right hand, the task was no longer very challenging.


At the very least, Wang Chong's mind was able to quickly produce a result.


It's him!!


Wang Chong's eyes widened as his face turned even graver. Thick killing intent, cunning and hard to deal with, proficient in military strategy, Tibetan, black and red spear… When these bits of information were gathered together, a name immediately leapt out to Wang Chong.


Dayan Mangban!


A brigadier general of Ü-Tsang and a future Imperial Great General of illustrious name. For a time, his reputation had even surpassed that of traditional Ü-Tsang Great Generals like Dusong Mangpoje and Huoshu Huicang. He had even nipped at the heels of the King of Generals We Tadra Khonglo, and was called We Tadra Khonglo's successor!


There was a period when this man was the most threatening existence to the Tang in its waning days, because he was mad, dangerous, bloodthirsty, yet also extremely intelligent. Most importantly, he had a very carefree way of thinking, and it was impossible to predict his actions using common sense.


His bloodlust and madness meant that he would heedlessly and crazily do things that no normal person would do. And his incredible intelligence meant that every time he did strike, he would present a massive problem and threat to his opponents.


He had fought with the Turks, the Arabs, the Characenians, the Sindhi, the Great Tang… The list of his targets was extremely long, and there were times when he even crossed one country to attack another.


If not for the otherworldly invasion, Dayan Mangban would have been the number one target of the various factions in the northwest.


But these were not the reasons Wang Chong knew of him. Rather, Wang Chong clearly remembered that Dayan Mangban was one of the two critical figures behind Qixi Protectorate's lack of soldiers.


And the renowned White Braves of Ü-Tsang just so happened to be one of the armies he had led.


And when the Mamelukes of the Abbasid Caliphate advanced on the plateau and were given a heavy blow by the White Braves, Dayan Mangban had been the Tibetan commander.
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So it was him!


Wang Chong clenched his fists, his killing intent swelling. Whether it was for the Great Tang or the thirty thousand soldiers of the Anxi Protectorate army, Wang Chong had to eliminate Dayan Mangban. And it was at precisely this moment that he heard that familiar voice ringing in his mind.


【Impromptu Mission: 'The Threat to Qixi'!】


【The star of an enemy general is slowly rising over the plateau, appearing in the skies of Qixi. This is a general star that exists purely for slaughter and death. A loathing and a desire to destroy all things shrouds his heart. Only war can soothe his cravings, can make him feel joy and excitement. This is a threat to the empire, and even more a threat to Qixi!】


【User has three months to destroy this general star of death. Otherwise, Qixi will be the first sacrifice to fall under his iron hooves. Mission completion will be rewarded with 400 points of Destiny Energy. Failure will result in a penalty of 2000 points of Destiny Energy.】


【This mission is not optional and cannot be abandoned!】


【The three months begin now!】


……


Wang Chong momentarily froze upon hearing the voice. He had never expected the Stone of Destiny to issue a mission targeted at Dayan Mangban. Moreover, unlike other missions, this mission would not result in his death, but failure would result in a deduction of Destiny Energy as a penalty.


Moreover, the penalty for failure was five times the reward!


This also meant that in rewards and penalties, the Stone of Destiny favored heavy penalties so as to compel him to complete the mission. In addition, he was given only three months for this mission!


It doesn't matter how much time is given or how much Destiny Energy will be deducted, because I'll be personally killing him!


The thoughts quickly flitted out of his mind, and Wang Chong's right hand reached for his sword. Clang! His Wootz Steel sword was unsheathed, glimmering with cold and dazzling starlight.


Wang Chong straightened his body, his eyes locking onto the nearby Dayan Mangban as a will to fight exploded out.


The White Braves outside the city were no longer important. As long as he could kill Dayan Mangban, the battle would come to an end.


"Hahaha, interesting! You're actually challenging me!"


A crazed laughter rang out over the City of Steel. In the darkness, Dayan Mangban's eyes shone with an odd light as he took measure of the sword in Wang Chong's hand. Black and red spear in hand, long hair blowing in the wind, he seemed in the darkness like a dreadful demon god.


"…You've already attracted my interest. I had originally come to end you because the Tsenpo ordered me to, but now, I've changed my mind. Even without the Tsenpo's order, I still must kill you! Hahaha, an interesting prey. Don't disappoint me!"


Dayan Mangban's lips slowly curled into a cruel smile.


At this moment, everyone nearby couldn't help but feel a deep chill in their hearts. But before anyone could react, Dayan Mangban was lunging forward in attack.


Rumble!


There was a heaven-shaking boom as Dayan Mangban's spear jumped like a carp, quickly thrusting at Wang Chong. So fierce were the winds stirred by the thrust of this spear that the wall began to clatter as if unable to endure its might.


And in a radius of twenty zhang from where Dayan Mangban's spear stabbed down, all the stairs, steel railings, wooden boards, steel bars, and even the crane were twisted apart, their fragments showering down like a rain of pear blossoms.


But even though Dayan Mangban was fast, Wang Chong was even faster. The moment Dayan Mangban had struck, Wang Chong's body had swayed, and he took off into the air, avoiding Dayan Mangban's blow by a hair.


But Dayan Mangban had sensed this. His eyes squinting and his back to Wang Chong, he immediately thrust his spear behind him.


Rumble! Wherever Dayan Mangban's spear struck, massive waves of energy would push out even the air, leaving a true vacuum.


This tyrannical spear could even crush the steel walls, let alone the human body.


In a flash of cold light, Wang Chong's Wootz Steel sword moved with deceptive speed, striking the tip of Dayan Mangban's spear. The clash of spear and sword caused shockwaves that knocked over a ten-meter-tall crane several dozen meters away and sent the wooden crates scattered around it toppling over in disarray.


Nearby, the soldiers and White Braves caught up in the battle between this pair had no time to react before they were whisked off their feet by the furious winds and slammed against the outermost steel walls.


Wang Chong had a much faster reaction. Though he was sent flying through the air like a kite with a broken string, after several zhang, all the energy of the impact vanished. Wang Chong flipped in the air and gently floated down to another wall ten-some zhang away.


From how he landed, it could be seen that Wang Chong had actually come away unharmed from the exchange.


"What sort of martial art is this?!"


Dayan Mangban had originally intended to pursue, but when he saw this sight, his pupils constricted and he immediately stopped. In that exchange of blows, he had clearly sensed that this Great Tang youth was weaker than him.


But for some reason, when they had clashed, more than half of the energy he had used had been somehow absorbed.


Wang Chong did not answer. He stood with one foot on an erect bannister on the steel wall, no emotion visible on his face. In that clash, he had already gotten a rough sense of Dayan Mangban's level.


As one of Ü-Tsang's future most outstanding generals, Dayan Mangban had a fierce and tyrannical strength, and was brimming with a purely destructive energy. But he was still a far cry from the terrifying levels of the Dayan Mangban from his last life.


Brigadier General level!


This was the current level of Dayan Mangban's strength.


He was still not as powerful as traditional Imperial Great Generals of Ü-Tsang like Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje, but the gap wasn't that great.


Those casual thrusts of his spear contained an extremely compressed energy that would only explode upon collision. There was no question that Dayan Mangban was a superb master of controlling his strength.


In the past, if he had encountered him, his death would have been certain. However, now that his master the Demonic Emperor Old Man had passed onto him the supreme evil art, the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, he was capable of fighting against any expert as long as they were not Great Generals like Dusong Mangpoje. This included Brigadier Generals like Dayan Mangban.


"Dayan Mangban?" Wang Chong said.


"Mm?"


Dayan Mangban paused, his eyes narrowing. Initially surprised, his astonishment quickly morphed into a smile.


"Interesting—you even know my name!"


This operation was getting more and more interesting. This prey should have never been to the northwest before, but only a single exchange had been enough for the prey to recognize him. Dayan Mangban found this feeling quite interesting.


"Then I'm right!"


Wang Chong nodded, his theories affirmed.


"Dayan Mangban, it seems like your Ü-Tsang will never learn. Last time, you lusted for the southwest, so I had my men spread a little something across the plateau to give all of you a little lesson. I didn't think that all of you would be so foolish this time as to intentionally provoke me.


"Did you know? Because of tonight's operation, Ü-Tsang will have to completely withdraw from the Western Regions, and as a light punishment, the Great Tang armies will march onto the edge of the plateau and make it a new territory of the Great General. This is the price you will have to pay for tonight's operation!" Wang Chong indifferently said, his voice neither too loud nor too soft, yet imbued with a persuasive strength.


Buzz!


Dayan Mangban immediately paled.


If this were anyone else, Dayan Mangban would have snorted in reply. But this was Wang Chong. No one in the Western Regions, perhaps in the world, would dare to treat his words as idle threats.


Although he was just a teenager, this youth's 'wisdom' was forged from the blood of hundreds of thousands of soldiers and countless officers. These were not simply bold words or prideful boasting.


Although Dayan Mangban didn't view this youngest son of the Wang Clan with much regard, that was purely from the perspective of martial arts. In terms of military strategy, however, this person could defeat Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan, and not even Dayan Mangban would dare to underestimate him in this regard.


"Haha, no matter what you say, you should save it for if you survive!"


Dayan Mangban's lips quickly curled back into that cruel and amused smile. Whatever Wang Chong was threatening him with was a matter for the future, but he had to die tonight.


Boom!


The moment Dayan Mangban spoke, the air began to resound with a metallic clattering. Halos of Thorns began to emerge from his body, forming circles of light on the ground.


Unlike other halos, Dayan Mangban's halos exuded a white light, not a black light, and had a faintly golden luster. If one looked carefully, one could even see the blurry image of a golden crown.


Buoyed by these halos, Dayan Mangban's killing intent soared. He was still like a demon god that had crawled out from the underworld, but there was also a tinge of the divine, of majesty. He had become like an Asura1.




"A King's Halo!"


Upon seeing this golden halo, Wang Chong's face flickered in surprise. When one cultivated to a certain level of the Saint Martial realm and obtained a certain level of understanding in the martial arts one practiced, one's halos would begin to display signs not seen in other halos.


The first sign was that the external halo would deepen in color and transform into the divine and majestic gold. In addition, the image of a crown would manifest in the halo, symbolizing the fact that a Saint Martial expert was a 'King of Warriors'.


Not all Saint Martial experts could possess this, as it required one to reach a certain level of maturity. Wang Chong had not imagined that Dayan Mangban would have reached this level.

______________
1. Asuras are divine beings in Hinduism and Buddhism and are symbols of vice and evil. They are said to be in a state of constant war with the Devas, a more benevolent race of gods.↩
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"Om! Ma! Me! Hung!"


Dayan Mangban was pushing his strength to its limits, his mouth chanting a four-word mantra. Each of these words was imbued with endless profundity and power, and each one boosted Dayan Mangban's power.


Behind him, light and shadow began to intertwine, forming a golden crown that emerged out of the air, swiftly swelling and transforming into a vision of a golden mountain covered in snow.


But in a flash, black smoke billowed out of it. Other than the snowy-white peak, the rest of the mountain became pitch-black. Roooar! As everyone looked on, a lifelike black dragon, savage, evil, and seeking the destruction of the world, emerged from behind Dayan Mangban.


"Black Dragon Break!"


Shouting, Dayan Mangban shot into the air, becoming one with the dragon and rushing toward Wang Chong.


Roooar!


As bellows shook the heavens, a black dragon split off from Dayan Mangban, and then a second, a third, a fourth… A total of nine of these savage black dragons appeared, blanketing the skies as they charged toward Wang Chong from every direction.


The Devil Dragon Art of the Great Snow Mountain!


Wang Chong's eyes flashed. Raising his head to look at the nine black dragons shooting toward him, he instantly recognized the supreme technique of the Great Snow Mountain that Dayan Mangban was using.


Ü-Tsang's Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple was well-known throughout the world and was the source of all Ü-Tsang's supreme martial arts. The techniques used by the Tibetan commanders on the battlefield were intimately connected to the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple, either originating from a side branch of one of the Holy Temple's martial arts or coming directly from the Holy Temple.


A few of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple's supreme techniques were particularly well-known, with the Devil Dragon Art being one of them.


In the myths of Ü-Tsang, a black devil dragon once broke out of the earth and wreaked havoc over the plateau, devouring countless livestock and killing countless shepherds and warriors.


None of the experts of the plateau were a match for it, and their corpses were strewn across the land. Only when the evil dragon charged to the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple and encountered the high priest was it ultimately sealed beneath the Great Snow Mountain.


It was through this ancient legend that all Tibetans knew that the Devil Dragon Art was created.


In his last life, Wang Chong had long ago heard of the Devil Dragon Art's power, but because this supreme technique was far too murderous, very people cultivated it and he never had a chance to see it.


Wang Chong had not expected Dayan Mangban to be using this mighty technique.


Boom! The nine black dragons crashed down, and the bannister that Wang Chong had been standing on was crushed into scrap metal. But by this time, Wang Chong had already taken off into the skies.


The Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art was already being pushed to its maximum extent. The sun and moon, golden and silver, sat on his shoulders. Wang Chong was also pushing out all the Stellar Energy he could in seething streams of energy, like thousands of dragons shuttling around his body and roaring.


Boom! With a subtle shift, Wang Chong once more dodged Dayan Mangban's attack.


"Come!"


Wang Chong's eyes turned cold as he jabbed out with the middle and index finger of his right hand. Instantly, a dazzling ray of white light, brighter than the sun, shot forward and toward an area three inches below Dayan Mangban's armpit.


This Sword Qi finally caused a slight flicker in Dayan Mangban's expression. This energy gave off a feeling so sharp that it was comparable to the sharpest of weapons.


Bang! Dayan Mangban twisted his body and dodged, causing the Sword Qi to shoot past him and punch a large hole through a metal bannister on the wall.


Dayan Mangban's eyes widened at this sight. It was well-known that of all warriors, Metal element warriors were the most difficult to deal with.


And of all Metal element warriors, those who used the sword were the most terrifying. Wang Chong was only at the Imperial Martial realm, but this Sword Qi of his was infinitesimally close to the Saint Martial realm. It could even pose a threat to someone of his level.


Just how many secrets does this boy have?


At this moment, Dayan Mangban finally put away his disdain.


'If he isn't killed, he'll be a massive problem for my Ü-Tsang!' At this moment, Dayan Mangban recalled those words that Dalun Ruozan had said before he was imprisoned and suddenly began to understand.


But the stronger Wang Chong was and the more martial arts he knew, the more Dayan Mangban wanted to kill him.


Rumble!


Dayan Mangban raised his black and red spear in his right hand while his left hand controlled the Devil Dragon Art. Pushing his movement techniques to the limit, he instantly transformed into a furious storm that swept toward Wang Chong. Boomboomboom!In a few short moments, Dayan Mangban had attacked with his spear more than ten times, each strike containing enough power to shatter mountains.


Meanwhile, the Devil Dragon Art was causing even more black dragons to emerge from his left hand, attacking Wang Chong from various directions as if they had minds of their own.


On the other side, Wang Chong had uncharacteristically chosen to enter a fierce battle with Dayan Mangban. Bangbangbang!Although Wang Chong was only at the Imperial Martial realm, no one knew what the final result of this battle would be.


Dayan Mangban's body was brimming with a fierce and destructive Stellar Energy, but at least forty percent of it was being redirected or nullified through the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art.


Not only that, Wang Chong was using the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art to make his movements unpredictable. Its terrifying attractive force was not restricted to altering and restricting the attacks and movements of his opponents. It could also be used to alter his own direction and speed.


The clearest sign of this was that while Wang Chong was flying through the air, he could alter his course and speed in complete defiance of gravity and common sense. Even a Tibetan brigadier general like Dayan Mangban, an elite expert of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple, found it impossible to judge where Wang Chong would be moving.


All judgments and predictions were useless in front of Wang Chong. More than seventy percent of Dayan Mangban's attacks ended up missing the mark.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


Winds raged as waves of energy shot everywhere. Wang Chong's left hand was using the Art of God and Demon Obliteration while his right hand was wielding his Wootz Steel sword, both his palm and sword working together with the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, as he engaged in an intense battle with Dayan Mangban.


Dayan Mangban was publicly acknowledged as an elite expert of the Tibetan Plateau, only second to Imperial Great Generals like Dusong Mangpoje and Huoshu Huicang. He had a deep store of battlefield experience, but Wang Chong seemed to have even deeper stores.


Bang!


Wang Chong slapped a palm against the thick black smoke of the Stellar Energy barrier around Dayan Mangban. Although he hadn't cared at the start, Dayan Mangban suddenly felt an extreme uneasiness. A sharp and pure energy had pierced through the barrier, heading straight for his heart.


"Damn it!"


Dayan Mangban was startled. Even though he was a composed person who rarely revealed his emotions, even he couldn't suppress this sensation that made his blood run cold.


His Stellar Energy barrier hadn't been broken, yet the energy from Wang Chong's palm strike had still gotten in, attacking his body directly. This matter was simply absurd and impossible to believe.


Dayan Mangban had never seen such a thing in all his life.


Without any time to think, Dayan Mangban brought his right hand around, using the spear to disperse the bolt of lethal energy.


"Brat, just where did you learn this martial art?"


Dayan Mangban was never one to waste time on such useless words, but he truly couldn't keep this question down. The Great Snow Mountain had an ancient legacy and a collection of martial arts manuals as vast as the sea, but Dayan Mangban was sure that not even the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple had such a strange and unexplainable technique.


"If you can last, I'll tell you!"


Wang Chong's body was a blur, his Sword Qi crisscrossing the air and sending it into turmoil. It was simply impossible to pin down his actual position.


The Stellar Energy Piercer was an ability that Wang Chong had obtained from the Stone of Destiny. It wasn't very powerful, but it seemed particularly effective against an expert like Dayan Mangban, who was at a higher level than him.


Wang Chong had already upgraded the Stellar Energy Piercer to an astonishing level.


"Seeking death!"


At these words, Dayan Mangban instantly turned furious.


"Do you really think I can't deal with you? Devil Dragon Slash!"


Roooar!


A heaven-shaking dragon cry resounded over the City of Steel and a roiling black smoke began to envelop the area. Dayan Mangban suddenly vanished from sight, but a massive evil dragon flew out of the smoke.


Boom! The moment it appeared, the dragon turned and charged at Wang Chong, its speed suddenly accelerating.


This attack was far more powerful than the previous attack. Not only was it as fast as a lightning bolt, impossible to dodge, but the range of the attack was massive.


Even Wang Chong couldn't help but widen his eyes, sensing an intense danger.


"Leaping Dragon Art!"


Without the slightest hesitation, Wang Chong used a supreme technique that very few people in this world knew.


Rumble!


As thousands looked on, Dayan Mangban in the form of a black dragon crashed like a meteor into the sturdy steel walls of the City of Steel.


Wind exploded and steel clattered with a sound that was almost deafeningly shrill. For a moment, everyone even believed that the black dragon had annihilated a part of the walls.


But the City of Steel had still managed to take the blow. Not only that, everyone could clearly see a small dot rising out of the black smoke like a bird, barely managing to dodge Dayan Mangban's lethal strike.


Leaping Dragon Art!


Using this technique, Wang Chong could spiral into the air like a coiling dragon. At Wang Chong's current level, this martial art was not that profound, but it displayed unimaginable strength at this moment, allowing Wang Chong to dodge Dayan Mangban's 'Devil Dragon Slash'.


At Wang Chong's current level of cultivation, with his memories from two worlds and his experiences from his last life at the peak of the Saint Martial realm, he no longer restrained his choice techniques based on power and level. He wasn't some inflexible diehard; he would use whichever technique was appropriate for the occasion.
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Buzz!


On the city wall below, the black smoke scattered, revealing the figure of Dayan Mangban with his black and red spear. As he raised his head to look at Wang Chong high in the air, a cold light gleamed in his eyes.


"Where are you going!"


Dayan Mangban stamped his foot down and took off like a furious gale. The spear in his hand even transformed into an evil dragon, sending out black coils of smoke as he pursued Wang Chong with astonishing speed. In the air, there was no place to get a foothold to weave or dodge, making one far less agile. In these circumstances, Dayan Mangban couldn't possibly let his target go.


But Dayan Mangban had deeply underestimated Wang Chong's reflexes and speed. Buzz! His right hand snatched out at a distant wall, and without a single handhold, Wang Chong altered his falling trajectory, quickly appearing on that wall.


"Sanyuan, Shixuan, dispatch a group of soldiers to clear up the White Braves in the city, and strengthen the guard around the gate. In addition, Xu Keyi, Guan Yu, Chen Bin… Death's Scythe!"


Wang Chong proudly stood on the city wall, his eyes locked on Dayan Mangban and exuding a cold light.


The Great Snow Mountain's Devil Dragon Art, a Saint Martial cultivator of the brigadier general level, his tyrannical Stellar Energy, and his extraordinary experience and skill on the battlefield made Dayan Mangban probably the strongest and most troublesome opponent Wang Chong had encountered since his reincarnation.


His cultivation wouldn't be enough to hold down and kill this major enemy of the Qixi Protectorate. He needed to borrow the strength of others.


"Yes, Milord!"


Shouts came from various places on the walls. In the blink of an eye, Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, Xu Keyi, Chen Bin, Guan Yu… the officers of the City of Steel gathered and took formation behind Wang Chong.


Death's Scythe!


This was a small-scale joint attack formation that was used to challenge solitary elite experts!


Previously, Xu Shiping, Xu Andun and the others had used the formation with only eight people, but only in Wang Chong's hands would Death's Scythe show its true power. As more and more of the elite experts under Wang Chong's command gathered, he continued to grow stronger and stronger.


Fourteen, fifteen, sixteen…


The number of experts behind Wang Chong quickly doubled, and it continued to increase, quickly reaching twenty and rising.


And when the number of experts behind Wang Chong reached thirty-two…


Buzz!


There was a flash of light and space began to twist. Thirty-two people, or thirty-three including Wang Chong, formed into 'Death's Scythe', all of their gazes locked onto the distant Dayan Mangban.


The energy of these thirty-three people fused into one, their combined Stellar Energy growing even stronger.


Roooar!


A howl could be heard, brimming with the thick stench of death. Above Wang Chong's group, a massive scythe, three-some zhang long and incomparably sharp, manifested in the air.


And behind this scythe, a black and twisted figure, several times the size of an adult man, appeared.


Bang!


Dayan Mangban extended his legs and landed on the wall across from Wang Chong. As he looked at that image manifesting above Wang Chong's forces, he couldn't help but pale.


He had some understanding of the martial arts of the Central Plains, as Ü-Tsang had many spies in the Central Plains. But the formation being used here still took Dayan Mangban by surprise.


To put it simply, Dayan Mangban had never seen this sort of formation.


Yet Dayan Mangban could sense that this formation was incredibly fierce. At the very least, it was not one that he could treat lightly.


"Dayan Mangban, now we can have a good fight!"


Illuminated by the dim light from the furnaces outside the walls, Wang Chong stood on the wall, a thin smile finally emerging on his lips. There was still a massive gap in strength between him and Dayan Mangban, so in the battle, he had been very constrained.


But boosted by Death's Scythe, his strength was on a completely different level. Borrowing the power of these thirty-two officers, he had now reached the peak of Imperial Martial Tier 9. Although he was still not at the Saint Martial realm, this was enough strength for Wang Chong to challenge Dayan Mangban.


Bang!


With a stomp of his foot, Wang Chong shot into the air. For the first time, he was the one on the offensive.


"Up!"


Behind him, Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, Xu Keyi, and the others shot into the air at the same time, closely following Wang Chong in attack. The greatest advantage of joint attack formations was that all the strength of the people in the formation fused together. Thus, it wasn't just Wang Chong who received a boost in strength. All the other officers did as well.


"Impudent! You really think that just calling over a few more people will help you out?"


Dayan Mangban was enraged by this. An imposing Saint Martial expert was being challenged by a measly Imperial Martial expert! This was simply a disgrace!


Boom! He stomped his foot down, causing a circle of black inscriptions to explode outward and the wall to tremble and vibrate. Borrowing this strength, Dayan Mangban lunged toward Wang Chong's group like a furious dragon, his spear shuddering.


But the result of this exchange took Dayan Mangban completely by surprise.


Bang!


An explosion of Stellar Energy threw the surrounding air into complete turmoil. Ding! In this fierce battle, no one noticed Wang Chong stretch out his left hand and touch the surface of Dayan Mangban's heavy and tough spear. Hwoom! Like a balloon being punctured, Dayan Mangban suddenly lost control of his Stellar Energy, part of it flooding out and entering Wang Chong's body.


"Brat, what evil art are you using?!"


Dayan Mangban was dumbfounded.


Wang Chong only sneered as he grabbed at the air with his right hand. Rumble! Another flood of Stellar Energy and blood energy was drawn into his body. Through the power of Death's Scythe, Wang Chong's Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art had also been strengthened.


A Brigadier General like Dayan Mangban had extremely condensed and firm Stellar Energy, making it much more difficult to absorb.


But it was just a question of difficulty.


The Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art was a legendary art of the evil path, the name of which would cause even many experts of the evil path to tremble in fear. Dayan Mangban at his strongest would still be classified as 'normal'.


Buzz!


Stellar Energy seethed, and in a radius of several hundred zhang, the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art began to transform the wind into furious dragons that roared and howled as they crashed against Dayan Mangban from all sides.


These dragons of air could do little harm to an expert like Dayan Mangban, but they made him furious. These turbulent streams of wind might not have been able to hurt him, but they were a constant disturbance, affecting his ability to fight.


This was incredibly dangerous!


Although Wang Chong was still weaker than Dayan Mangban, he was not so weak that Dayan Mangban could completely disregard him. In terms of strength, Wang Chong could actually rival normal Saint Martial experts.


And his fighting experience and techniques gave even Dayan Mangban a headache.


"Damn it! Damn it!"


Dayan Mangban's long hair and beard were in disorder and a fury was welling up in his heart. He wasn't just angered by Wang Chong's strange technique that could nullify forty percent of his strength, but also Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, and the other clowns.


……


"Xu Keyi, you attack above the waist!


"Chen Bin, attack below the waist!


"Shixian, you and I will attack his right ribs together!


"Everyone, work together and help Young Master!"


Cheng Sanyuan and Su Shixuan were not sitting idly by while Wang Chong was attacking. While Wang Chong was holding Dayan Mangban down, the thirty-two officers showered down attacks on him from all sides.


In normal circumstances, when Wang Chong wasn't suppressing him, he would be crushing a few of these 'ants' every minute. But now, these 'ants' were acting wantonly, assaulting him without any fear.


Not even Dayan Mangban could block thirty-two people, sixty-four hands, launching attacks from every direction. Bangbangbang! Attack after attack crashed against Dayan Mangban's Stellar Energy barrier like a thunderous rain.


Although his defenses remained solid, Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, and the others were forcing Dayan Mangban to exhaust his Stellar Energy. Now that Wang Chong had used Death's Scythe, the battle had become a competition of energy reserves.


No matter how formidable Dayan Mangban was, he was just one man, and the Tibetan Plateau worshiped individual strength and valor, not joint attack formations. Although the Great Tang had battle formations like the Mighty Miracle God that could combine the power of tens of thousands of soldiers, even hundreds of thousands of soldiers, such a thing was impossible in Ü-Tsang.


"Buffoonish clowns, you're truly seeking death!"


Dayan Mangban clenched his teeth, his eyes madly twitching. Pushing Wang Chong back, he immediately changed the target of his spear. Although it had been aimed at Wang Chong just moments ago, with a boom, it suddenly shifted toward one of the officers of the Death's Scythe formation behind him.


As the spear struck, the air exploded with waves of energy, but the Brigadier General's determined strike had unexpectedly missed.


"Dayan Mangban, don't forget your objective. Your target is me!"


Wang Chong coldly laughed. His Wootz Steel sword suddenly began to ring, instantly producing thousands of sword images. Wang Chong's aura also underwent a sudden transformation, becoming a sharp and straight sword that had descended from the heavens.


'Art of God and Demon Obliteration'. After the southwestern war, after the game of chess underneath the scholar tree, Great Tang War God Su Zhengchen had taught Wang Chong this supreme sword art.


In terms of pure power, the Art of God and Demon Obliteration might not have been as strong as the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, but it definitely ranked in the top three.
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Buzz!


White light exploded, and shallow tears appeared in the air, lingering and not dispersing. Meanwhile, Wang Chong's sword images had already cut through Dayan Mangban's Stellar Energy barrier. In defiance of all reason, the intangible barrier of Stellar Energy had been instantly cut in two like it was a watermelon, startling Dayan Mangban.


"Damn it, damn it, damn it!"


Dayan Mangban's teeth were clenched, his eyes wide open. The Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple had a legacy of one thousand years, and was the source of all martial arts on the plateau. Its long legacy was enough for it to stand on equal terms with the Central Plains. Dayan Mangban had visited the sacred mountain, entered the holy temple, and met its masters, yet he had never seen one person display so many powerful techniques.


Wang Chong was clearly weaker than him by an entire realm, but he seemed to have a limitless reserve of strange techniques. That evil art that could absorb energy was astonishing enough, and now he had this kind of inconceivably sharp Sword Qi.


People who simultaneously knew so many powerful arts were rare, even in the holy temple.


"Squads three, four, seven, and twelve… Death's Scythe Formation! Dayan Mangban, ha, the mantis stalks the cicada, unaware that the oriole is close behind. I'll first get rid of you, and then I'll get rid of your White Braves! I'd like to see then what Ü-Tsang will use to fight against me!"


Wang Chong's eyes were bright and fierce, as sharp as blades in the darkness, and his voice was like a peal of thunder, booming over the city. In military strategy, it was said that quality of soldiers was better than quantity. The environment of Qixi was complicated, so there was nothing wrong with Dayan Mangban's use of several thousand White Braves to assault the city.


Purely in terms of the art of war, Dayan Mangban had already surpassed many Tibetan generals, even some renowned Great Tang generals. Wang Chong had to admire him for this, even though they were enemies.


Unfortunately, there was always someone better in the vast world, and Dayan Mangban had run into him.


As long as he could kill Dayan Mangban, then to Wang Chong, fighting an urban battle against the White Braves bereft of their horses would be a simple task.


Wang Chong could even open up the city after killing Dayan Mangban and kill all the Tibetans before daybreak.


Moreover, with Dayan Mangban's death, a massive threat to Qixi would be eliminated.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Determined voices came from all around the city, and in a short time, the elite soldiers who had fought in the southwest formed into squads and merged their energies, becoming unstoppable floods of steel.


After the conclusion of the southwestern war, Wang Chong had engaged in a large-scale expansion of the Death's Scythe formation in the army. At this moment, his efforts were finally proving their worth.


……


"Everyone, let's go and help Lord Marquis!"


"The enemies this time are extremely powerful. Everyone, be careful!"


"Understood!"


With these last words, the squads set off. Stellar Energy churned as the names of various martial art techniques were yelled out. The advantage of being trained in a great clan immediately became apparent.


"Coiling Dragon Roar!"


"Qi Spear Art!"


"Consecutive Seven Execution!"


Each fighting squad, consisting of seven to ten members, launched various attacks at Dayan Mangban that incessantly assaulted his barrier.


……


"Squad three, attack from the southwest, targeting his Mingmen Point!


"Squad four, from the southeast, target his Bijing Point!


"Squad seven, withdraw!"


Wang Chong had barely spoken when, boom! The seventh squad barely managed to avoid a destructive black dragon made of Stellar Energy. If not for Wang Chong's timely order, the seventh squad would have come away with heavy injuries.


"Continue! Squad twelve, take the place of squad seven!"


As he issued order after order, Wang Chong's superb ability to command revealed itself. What was a simple warrior-against-warrior battle had now been forcibly converted into a battle of one against many.


On one side of the battle were Wang Chong and his nearly one hundred elites. On the other side was the infamous Tibetan Brigadier General Dayan Mangban. Dayan Mangban had brought two or three thousand White Braves with him, but at this moment, the existence of the City of Steel meant that they practically didn't exist.


"Squads twenty-one, twenty-two, and twenty-three, get ready… Enter!"


Wang Chong was still gathering more elites and bringing them into the fight. The area on the walls was narrow, but Wang Chong was fully using this terrain and the differences in altitude to attack.


Thump thump thump! One squad after another answered Wang Chong's summons and entered the fight. At this moment, the only elites that hadn't been called over were the ballista teams.


Twangtwangtwang!


The booms were constant and unending. Wang Chong only had four ballistae, but he had countless bolts in bundles laid out on the ground, far more than necessary.


Although Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, and the other elites were now fighting elsewhere, the practiced operation of the ballistae and their innate power meant that the White Braves were still unable to make much headway on the walls.


The more than two thousand White Braves were unable to get onto the walls in large numbers, so they naturally couldn't get the gate open. Naturally, these elites of the Tibetan Plateau also did not know that their commander-in-chief, Dayan Mangban, was currently about to go crazy from Wang Chong's incessant assault.


"Damned thing!


"Die for me!"


……


Dayan Mangban's eyes were twitching, his mind growing increasingly annoyed. Rumble! He threw his spear, not at Wang Chong, but at the Great Tang 'Death's Scythe' teams.


The nature of this battle was shifting, and Dayan Mangban had never imagined that these Great Tang soldiers that would usually be barely worth his time could be so annoying.


It had taken barely any time for Wang Chong to summon twenty-some squads, a hundred and seventy to eighty soldiers. They filled the area around Dayan Mangban, launching attacks at him from every direction.


This was now him against Wang Chong and nearly two hundred soldiers.


This would have never happened normally. Anyone who would try to deal with him by slowly exhausting his energy would be so foolish as to be seeking their deaths.


But Wang Chong had made this possible.


"Wang Chong, do you really think I can't deal with you? The Great Snow Seals, the Devil Dragon Destroys All!"


Dayan Mangban's eyes turned vicious. Even he found this constant exhaustion of his energy to be somewhat unbearable. Boom! A seething black energy exploded out from him as he shot into the sky like a black meteor.


Rumble!


Winds howled as the black meteor reached its zenith. At that moment, all the workmen and guards in the city suddenly saw a massive snowy mountain in the sky.


This snowy mountain seemed even more real and physical than the last, and even larger as well. It was more than a hundred zhang tall, enough to astonish anyone who saw it.


Roooar!


A massive dragon bellowed. Dark clouds roiled beneath the snowy mountain, and a savage and wicked dragon coiled within, its eyes red and bursting with an energy that could annihilate the entire world.


"Before absolute strength, all techniques are insignificant tricks. Let me show you what true strength is!"


Dayan Mangban's voice echoed over the sky, resounding over the City of Steel like the voice of a god.


At this moment, the entire world was still, all being silent, all staring at the massive evil dragon, all feeling a fear that came from the darkest, deepest depths of their soul.


"The Great Snow Seals, the Devil Dragon Destroys All—this is the strongest and most profound of the Devil Dragon Art's techniques."


Dayan Mangban had relied on this technique to shatter Lesser Balur, utterly destroying its fortifications and causing this minor kingdom of the Western Regions to submit and become a vassal of Ü-Tsang.


This technique was so powerful that it could destroy everyone on the walls, including Wang Chong.


"Hmph!"


Wang Chong sneered, his hair blowing in the wind as he fearlessly looked up to the heavens.


"Dayan Mangban, your way of thinking is too simple. Who cares about the Great Snow Mountain? Who cares about the Devil Dragon? Let me show you what the true martial arts of the Central Plains are like!


"Yin and Yang interchange, the heavens and earth reverse! Great Yinyang Art!"


With a howl, Wang Chong suddenly gathered up all of his strength, as well as that of the thirty-two officers, and soared into the air like a hawk. Buzz! The illusory sun and moon on his shoulders suddenly became corporeal, turning respectively into gold and red streams of energy that began to spiral together, forming a sun-like Yin Yang forcefield with a radius of ten-some zhang.


The Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art was not a technique purely meant for battle. Its greater purpose lay in absorbing an opponent's energy to rapidly increase a cultivator's strength. Fighting was not its primary mission.


But this did not mean that it was ineffective in battle. On the contrary, the reason the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art was known as the supreme evil art, which made all the masters of that path quiver in fear, was precisely that it was so terrifying in battle.


As the number one evil art for several thousand years, the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art had three top-notch techniques that could be used in battle.


'Yin and Yang interchange, the heavens and earth reverse, the Great Yinyang Art' was one of these three!


Each of the three battle techniques of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art had extremely harsh requirements. For example, the Great Yinyang Art was a technique that was specially meant for fighting stronger opponents, like Dayan Mangban now.


But this technique still required an extremely high level of cultivation to use. If Wang Chong were not being boosted by the Death's Scythe Formation and had also not absorbed a part of Dayan Mangban's Stellar Energy, he would have never reached the requirement.


In addition, using the technique also required a great deal of blood energy and mental energy.


One would suffer a drastic drop in strength after using this technique, so if one could not finish off their opponent, one was highly likely to end up being pursued and killed. This was why Wang Chong did not lightly use this move.


Boom!


In the blink of an eye, Wang Chong, cloaked in gold and red Stellar Energy, smashed into Dayan Mangban. The sound of the collision was so massive that it seemed like the heavens were about to tear open. The sound waves were so intense that everyone felt deaf and began to see stars.


"Cover your ears!"


The nervous workmen began to put their hands over their ears, their faces twisted into grimaces, but many more were staring at the sky with eyes wide open.
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Boom! Boom! Boom!


In the air, Wang Chong's Stellar Energy fiercely clashed with Dayan Mangban's. Wang Chong was far weaker than his foe, but by using a strange energy, he was able to borrow at least half of Dayan Mangban's energy and use it for his own purposes. This Stellar Energy combined with the energy around Wang Chong, transforming into a mighty flood that thundered toward Dayan Mangban.


Roooar!


The massive dragon roared and the mountain of snow crumbled. In that one moment, it was possible to hear a groan of pain. In a flash of light, a figure crashed down from the sky, falling atop the walls.


Boom! At this time, everyone could clearly see that the one to drop from the air had not been Wang Chong, but Dayan Mangban.


"How is this possible?"


Xu Keyi and the others were stunned by this sight. They had personally experienced Dayan Mangban's power. That nearly two hundred army elites were required to surround and attack him was testament enough to his power.


When Wang Chong soared into the air, everyone had expected him to fail and had prepared for the aftermath. Yet to their surprise, the seemingly much more powerful Dayan Mangban had lost this contest of power, and it seemed like his wounds were not light.


"Brat, I'll give this one to you. I didn't expect you to use this sort of method. But this is far from over! I'll be coming again, and you might not be so lucky then… Retreat!"


Dayan Mangban's voice echoed over the City of Steel, brimming with savagery and loathing. Before anyone else could react, Dayan Mangban suddenly jumped over the city wall and vanished.


"!!!"


The suddenness of this left everyone dumbfounded. No one could have predicted that Dayan Mangban would choose this moment to retreat.


Buzz! Mere moments after he jumped down the wall, there was a flash of light, and Wang Chong floated down from the sky to the place on the wall that Dayan Mangban had fallen.


He looked over the wall and outside. The fearless White Braves who had seemed ready to keep up the attack forever had been thrown into chaos at Dayan Mangban's sudden retreat.


Many of the White Braves were still confused as to what was going on. They only saw Dayan Mangban jump down from the wall, mount a horse, and ride off into the distance, so they followed him.


The undaunted valor of the White Braves had instantly evaporated.


……


"Archers!


"Ready!"


With a grim expression, Wang Chong raised an arm and gave an order. Creakcreak! The archers from the great clans within the city began to jump back onto the walls and pull on their bowstrings.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


A dense rain of arrows descended like a cloud of locusts from the 'beehives' installed fifteen meters above the ground, bursting toward the several thousand White Braves.


Neigh!


Warhorses cried as they reared up on their hindlegs. Some of the arrows struck the hindquarters of these horses, causing them to throw off their riders in their painful contortions, while others were struck in vital areas and dropped on the spot.


Bang!


At this sight and the sounds of the neighing warhorses and panicked White Braves, the entire city exploded with cheers.


"Wonderful!"


"We've won!"


"I just knew that with Lord Marquis here, no one could ever capture the City of Steel!"


……


The City of Steel was an ocean of cheers, and on the walls, the clan experts and soldiers from the army found themselves regarding Wang Chong with utter admiration.


At the start of the assault, the archer teams from the great clans had been ready to fire a volley of arrows, but Wang Chong had stopped them.


Everyone had been puzzled by this order, but now, no one questioned Wang Chong's decision.


Although these Tibetans were equipped with thick armor, and their horses similarly equipped, not even the formidable Tibetans could protect the hindquarters of a warhorse.


This was the only weakness in their defense.


This was not because the Tibetans had been careless or neglectful. The hindquarters were where warhorses excreted their waste, and there was also the long tail to consider. Armor for this area was difficult to make and very uncomfortable for the horses, and they often kicked it away.


This wasn't usually any big problem, but at this moment, it became the Achilles' Heel of the Tibetans that Wang Chong now exploited.


Neeeeigh! In a few short moments, one to two hundred Tibetans were brought down to the ground.


"Quickly, save them!"


Hearing the activity behind them, the White Braves began to turn their horses around with the intent of aiding their dismounted comrades. But what welcomed them was a shower of sharp and powerful ballista bolts.


Boom! A White Brave who had just turned his horse around and begun to charge back had his head blown through by a ballista bolt. The Tibetan's eyes widened and his body trembled as he went rigid and toppled from his horse.


Twang!


One ballista bolt after another was fired from the walls. When the White Braves began to flee from the walls, the four ballistae no longer had anything to fear and began to freely fire on the White Braves.


While the Tibetans were panicked and fleeing, the ballista team fired away. In just a few moments, thirty to forty White Braves who had turned around to aid their brethren were struck down.


"Retreat! Retreat!" a White Brave officer in the distance hurriedly shouted. Although they were very unwilling, the remaining Tibetans quickly took off.


"Lord Marquis, a good chance! Let's pursue."


On the walls, Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan and the others hurried over to Wang Chong, the joy visible on their faces. Dayan Mangban had been defeated by Wang Chong and the Tibetans were in disarray. This was a superb opportunity to chase them down and expand on their victory.


"There's no need!"


Wang Chong put a stop to this idea.


"Now is not the time to chase them. Xu Keyi, take some people and finish off those dismounted Tibetans. Without their warhorses, they won't be able to run very far."


With these words, Wang Chong gave a light cough, tinged with a hint of weakness. Startled, Cheng Sanyuan and the others raised their heads and finally noticed that Wang Chong's face was pale, his breathing weak. He had none of the appearance of a proud victor returning from battle.


"Lord Marquis!"


They hurriedly went up to support Wang Chong.


He truly deserves his rank of Brigadier General of Ü-Tsang! Future King of Generals, I underestimated you!


Wang Chong's eyes flashed as he looked in the direction that Dayan Mangban had fled toward. The gap in strength between him and Dayan Mangban was still there, and even though Wang Chong had used the Great Yinyang Art in the final attack and even turned a part of Dayan Mangban's own attack against him, Wang Chong had still failed to absorb his energy, much less severely wound him.


Dayan Mangban was currently only frightened and surprised. Once he came back to his senses and realized that he wasn't as injured as he imagined, the City of Steel would truly be in danger.


"Hurry and clean up the area. Sweep the battlefield," Wang Chong said.


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


The officers all lowered their heads.


With these words, Wang Chong jumped off the wall. In the air, he used the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art on the wall, using the attractive force to slow his fall into a float.


"Ho, he's the Tang commander! Kill him and we'll have succeeded!"


Wang Chong had barely landed on the ground when he was greeted by Tibetan shouts from all sides. Though their warhorses had been killed, the dismounted White Braves did not flee upon seeing Wang Chong. Rather, their first reaction was to pull out their scimitars and charge.


"Hmph!"


Wang Chong only sneered. Without even glancing at them, he activated the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art. Four of the White Braves were still several zhang from Wang Chong when their faces froze in shock. Their bodies trembled as Stellar Energy flooded out of them and into Wang Chong's body.


"Evil… evil art!"


The White Braves shuddered as they were quickly sucked dry, their corpses left to drop to the ground.


"Ah!"


Wang Chong gave a long sigh. With the energy of the White Braves, he immediately felt much better.


Now, it's time to end this battle!


Wang Chong opened his eyes and looked around at the nearby White Braves. Buzz! In a flash of light, Wang Chong appeared ten-some zhang away in front of a White Brave, his right hand pressed on the unlucky soldier's head.


"Save– save me!"


The White Brave's eyes were wide open and full of fear as he was quickly sucked dry and killed.


What followed outside of the City of Steel was scream after scream. The murderous and fierce White Braves of the Tibetan Plateau had become Wang Chong's prey.


This was not a battle, only a one-sided massacre.


A few moments later, the battle was over. Nearly two hundred White Braves had added their number to the corpses outside the city. These elite cavalry whose strength was nearly equal to the Mamelukes of the Abbasid Caliphate were merely ants before Wang Chong.


An army's advantage was in its numbers. Without an absolute advantage in numbers, soldiers fighting against an elite expert would fare little better than fighting one-on-one.


……


Eight-hundred-some zhang from the city, Wang Chong had his eyes closed in meditation, attempting to soothe his seething blood energy, when he suddenly heard a familiar voice at his ear. "Lord Marquis, the battle within the city is also over. All sixteen Tibetans have been eliminated and order has been restored. Our brothers have already begun to clear up the corpses."


Wang Chong's eyes opened as he asked, "Have you found out how they managed to sneak in?"


The City of Steel had a long expanse of walls, and if one wanted to, it was completely possible to attack and enter the city from another direction. However, that was in the case of a powerful foe who was engaging openly with the defenses. But to climb over the walls and enter the city without anyone noticing or making any noise? That was simply impossible.
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One hundred and fifty thousand experienced craftsmen were in the city, and though they were normally laying bricks, placing tiles, and building the city, when a battle began, they would become one hundred and fifty thousand pairs of eyes. They could serve as the best scouts and lookouts. No one should have been able to sneak past their eyes and infiltrate the city.


Yet it was a fact that before Dayan Mangban launched his sneak attack, no one in the city had noticed anything strange. Simply put, the enemy had not climbed over the walls, but had infiltrated the City of Steel beforehand.


From a certain perspective, this was utterly inconceivable.


"This… Time has been short, and we still haven't had time to properly investigate. However, according to the procedure laid out by Lord Marquis, after the incident, we cleaned up the area and discovered several broken wooden chests.


"These chests all had a large hole, and half of the steel and building modules were missing."


Behind Wang Chong, a young officer, about twenty-eight years old, described the results of the preliminary investigation.


Wang Chong's brow furrowed, but he quickly understood what was going on.


I really did underestimate him. He must have done something while the products were being shipped from the capital and the provinces. This Tibetan madman seems to be a far more meticulous person than I imagined, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


In order to maintain secrecy, Wang Chong had sealed many of the modules for his City of Steel in wooden chests so that outsiders wouldn't be able to tell what was inside. A large hole being made in these chests wasn't enough to draw any sort of concern, but that so many steel modules were missing completely changed the nature of the matter.


There was a high chance that this was how the Tibetans had managed to sneak past his eyes as well as the eyes of the one hundred and fifty thousand craftsmen.


"I understand. Let's leave the matter there! Strengthen the guard. In addition…"


Wang Chong began to head back when he suddenly stopped.


"Have some people clean this place up!"


After glancing behind him for a moment, Wang Chong quickly left.


The night winds howled, spreading a thick stench of blood through the air. The ground behind Wang Chong was strewn with the corpses of Tibetan White Braves. Nothing came without a price.


Dayan Mangban had retreated, but these two-hundred-some Tibetan elites were the price he had to pay.


……


Gallop!


The Tibetan White Braves rode through the darkness, fleeing toward the Tibetan Plateau. Next to Dayan Mangban, a Tibetan deputy general appeared greatly confused.


"Milord, what should we do now?"


The deputy general's eyes were tinged with a deep worry.


More than two thousand White Braves had suffered two to three hundred losses in the attack on the city. The elite White Braves had never suffered such a heavy loss before. This tiny City of Steel had inflicted more damage to the White Braves than entire kingdoms.


At the very least, the White Braves had never suffered such casualties when they attacked Greater and Lesser Balur.


And when they thought about how Lord Dusong Mangpoje was waiting at the edge of the plateau for news of their victory, the soldiers couldn't help but shiver in fear.


I really didn't think that we would be defeated by that small city with only several thousand people guarding it!


I didn't think that Great Tang brat would be even more impressive than the rumors. Milord has always been a master of siegecraft, never leaving a city empty-handed, but not even Milord personally taking action could deal with that boy.


And that city was incredibly tough. Zongka and Cangba with their Metal element abilities can easily turn a gate into powder or transform it into a giant. This move has always been effective in previous battles, but even after working for so long, those two only managed to dig a few inches into the wall. I truly can't believe it.


General has always been proud. For him to lose to this Great Tang youth must be very difficult for him to accept.


Underneath the starry sky, the White Braves were thinking about the battle, a variety of expressions on their faces. However, none of them dared to voice their thoughts.


They had come very prepared for this operation, bringing with them battering rams from the Great Snow Mountain Sacred Ground, and grappling hooks for scaling the walls. They had wrapped the hooves of their horses, brought Metal element warriors, infiltrated the city beforehand… Using all these methods on a city still in the middle of construction was like using a sledgehammer to swat a fly.


But no one had expected their opponent to be so formidable.


And even their commander Dayan Mangban had lost to them.


In Ü-Tsang, Dayan Mangban might not have led troops in battle very often, but he had an extremely high prestige within the White Braves, no less than that of renowned generals like Huoshu Huicang.


In truth, Dayan Mangban had used his conquest of several small kingdoms to prove himself. In those countries, Dayan Mangban was even more famous than the other Great Generals of the empire.


That he would fail in this mission was completely unexpected. Even the personal involvement of their general had failed to kill that brat!


"Heheheh, that brat is even smarter than I thought. I underestimated him!"


A delighted voice rang in everyone's ears. Dayan Mangban was smacking his lips and grinning. His face showed no dejection whatsoever at the loss. On the contrary, it was bursting with the will to battle.


"Milord…"


In a flash, everyone was stupefied. They had predicted all sorts of reactions from Dayan Mangban, how he would express his dejection and dismay, but they had never expected this.


"Heheheh!"


Dayan Mangban continued to chuckle to himself, his mind on the just-concluded battle rather than his subordinates.


His mind was abuzz with thoughts. It had been ages since he had encountered such an interesting foe. Dayan Mangban could sense that his opponent was clearly weaker than him. Normally, his first strike from his hiding spot would have settled things.


But this fellow had been extremely sensitive, and the blow had missed. This had never happened before.


Dayan Mangban had originally wanted to prevent Wang Chong from hiding himself in the crowd, using the more than one hundred thousand craftsmen as a shield to avoid battle, or even abandoning the city as a whole and fleeing. Such actions would make the operation meaningless. Thus, a Brigadier General like Dayan Mangban had not used his strength to kill his way into the city, but chosen to silently hide nearby for the right moment to strike.


Dayan Mangban had used sneak attacks like this many times to deal with small kingdoms in Ü-Tsang's periphery like Little Balur. The enemy commanders would often die before they were even able to see who their opponent was. But Dayan Mangban's plans had encountered an unexpected roadblock. Everything had been going smoothly, and Wang Chong had had his attention drawn away by the soldiers in the city as planned, but then… the operation failed!


Not since Dayan Mangban had left the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple had he encountered such a strategic and tactical genius!


"…But this was just an accident. You won't get such a good chance next time," Dayan Mangban said, his eyes cold and bright, his expression like that of a savage beast.


The White Braves were skilled in fighting on an open field. In charging down the enemy, the White Braves could proudly look down upon the entire world, could contend against five, even ten times their number in enemy cavalry. But Wang Chong's City of Steel was tough and lofty. Even a full-strength blow from a Brigadier General like Dayan Mangban had failed to knock over those walls that had been hastily built in a single month. This had also caught him by surprise.


Dayan Mangban had two to three thousand subordinates outside the walls, but they could never get in and help him fight Wang Chong. On the other hand, Wang Chong could call over two-hundred-some of his subordinates, divide them into squads and formations, and organize them to launch a constant stream of attacks, consuming his Stellar Energy. He had never encountered such a thing before.


It could be said that Dayan Mangban had never encountered an opponent with this kind of ability.


But this only further aroused Dayan Mangban's killing intent. Right now, not even the Tsenpo's order would make him put down this mission.


"There's no need to worry about the Tsenpo and Lord Mangpoje. I'll explain things to them."


Dayan Mangban gave a sinister smile as he looked profoundly into the distance.


"In addition, everyone should prepare themselves. We'll be putting aside the City of Steel for the time being. We'll return to the plateau in a little. Right now, follow me to the camp of the Qixi Protectorate army! Heheh! Since we can't deal with that boy from the Wang Clan, we'll collect a little interest first!"


"!!!"


The soldiers around him were at first dumbstruck, but they quickly began to cheer.


"Yes, Milord!"


The thunderous hooves of two-thousand-some White Braves suddenly changed direction, no longer on the road back to the Tibetan Plateau.


This night was bound to be a restless one!


……


Flapflap!


Not long after Dayan Mangban's elite cavalry left, a messenger bird took off. This bird of pitch-black body and golden eyes flew through the air and into the main hall of the Qixi Protectorate headquarters. Buzz! At this moment, even time seemed to stop. A deathly stillness had settled over the Qixi Protectorate, as if all the air in a radius of several hundred li had been sucked out.


But then, the earth began to tremble, the Qixi Protectorate began to shudder, and a roar of unrestrained fury tore through the sky.


"Bastard!


"Useless thing! You couldn't even do something as small as this!


"This one has made all that effort in vain! Fucking shit!"


An energy as vast as the mountains and seas exploded like a storm, alarming everything in a radius of a hundred li. Fumeng Lingcha was like a berserk beast, his hurricane of energy causing everyone to tremble in fear.


Qixi bordered the Tibetan Plateau, and Fumeng Lingcha had taken a great risk to create an opening for the Tibetan soldiers to come through. Dusong Mangpoje was a smart man, so he should have known what he wanted.


But Fumeng Lingcha had never expected that after all the risks he took, the Tibetans would still fail.
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"Has Dusong Mangpoje gone senile?! Useless thing, completely wasting the chance I gave him. He only dispatched two thousand people to attack a city!


"And this Dayan Mangban—I thought that he was someone of reputation on the steppe. I didn't think… that he was really just trash!


"Does the Tibetan Plateau have no one else except We Tadra Khonglo and Dalon Trinling?"


In the protectorate headquarters, Fumeng Lingcha had spent a restless night on his throne. Ever since his meeting with Wang Chong, he had ordered his spies to report back to him on the City of Steel both day and night. No movement there could evade his gaze. As a result, Fumeng Lingcha almost immediately knew of Dayan Mangban's defeat.


At this very moment, Fumeng Lingcha's veins were bulging out of his forehead like earthworms and his face was red from rage, his hands trembling in both anger and disappointment. 'Colluding' with foreign powers, inviting a wolf into the house—he had taken unimaginable risks, as the consequences of these charges if sent to the Imperial Court would be unthinkable.


But even after he had taken these enormous risks, the Tibetans had still failed. Fumeng Lingcha's rage was easy to imagine.


Wushang was so close that it was like a fishbone in Fumeng Lingcha's throat that he wanted to spit out as quickly as possible.


"Reporting!"


Before one wave had settled, another was rising. At this moment, a panicked voice came from outside the hall. "Milord, it's bad! The Tibet-Vanquishing Camp was attacked! More than five thousand of our warriors have been killed, as has General Pulan!"


"What?"


Stunned, Fumeng Lingcha immediately stood up.


There was only one General Pulan in the Qixi Protectorate, and that was Pulan He, one of his trusted aides. Just like him, General Pulan was also a Hu.


Pulan He was a powerful warrior and a veteran of many years in the Western Regions. He was incredibly experienced and had contributed many times to the efforts against the Tibetans. He could be considered one of Fumeng Lingcha's most reliable subordinates.


"Impossible! Are you sure you have the right person?!"


Fumeng Lingcha's first reaction was denial.


"Reporting!"


Fumeng Lingcha had just finished speaking when another panicked voice came from outside, followed by the galloping of a horse.


A gust of wind blew in as a travel-worn officer strode in and kneeled.


"The Tibet-Vanquishing Army has sent an urgent report. Their camp was attacked and General Pulan has been killed!"


The officer had a scarlet messenger banner extending from his back. This banner was only used in the army for extremely important news.


Buzz! At the sight of this banner, Fumeng Lingcha's body began to tremble, and he could no longer suppress his bellow of fury.


"Dusong Mangpojeeeee!"


This roar thundered into the heavens and echoed over all of Qixi.


……


The City of Steel was brightly lit and a hive of activity.


"Lord Marquis! We've finished the investigation. Yesterday, a convoy was attacked on the road to Wushang. We sent guards to assist, but because the merchants were uninjured and the goods unharmed, everyone didn't mind and the incident was not reported."


In his newly-built residence, built in an ancient style with carved beams and painted rafters, Wang Chong was seated cross-legged on the ground, several officers in front of him.


A tall and thin officer was currently perusing a daily register.


Wang Chong raised an eyebrow and asked, "Did you find the people who transported the steel?"


"Reporting to Lord Marquis: since the incident was only yesterday, they are still within the city. They were planning to leave tomorrow. I have already called them over and they are waiting outside," Chen Bin said.


Wang Chong nodded, and a few somewhat frightened merchants were brought in. They were closely questioned, and all their answers were as he expected.


The ones who had ambushed them had covered their faces with cloth, leaving only their eyes exposed. The members of the convoy had believed that they were some nearby group of bandits. However, since none of them had been injured and none of the goods had been damaged, they hadn't paid too much attention to the raid.


At the time, for fear of their reputation, the merchants had persuaded the guards to suppress the matter.


But the situation now had clearly left them very uneasy.


As expected!


Wang Chong half-closed his eyes, his body slightly leaning back against his sandalwood chair, the index finger of his right hand lightly tapping against the armrest.


These people had no experience, so they had no idea. However, Wang Chong had taken part in a bandit extermination, so he was well aware that bandits and brigands all had weapons stained in blood, were straightforward acolytes of death. Robbing and raiding were as essential to their lives as eating and drinking.


Thus, if these were actual bandits, they would have never taken that extra step of covering their faces.


It was obvious that the Tibetans had been concealing their identity.


Dayan Mangban is truly quite difficult to deal with!


Wang Chong continued to unwittingly drum his fingers on the armrest as he thought.


Even as an opponent, Wang Chong had to praise Dayan Mangban for thinking of this plan to infiltrate the city. This was truly the only flaw in the entire City of Steel.


Wushang was a barren and deserted land, so all its steel was imported from the capital and the other provinces of the Great Tang. A long journey meant a long supply train, allowing many variables to appear during the process.


Dayan Mangban had exploited this point.


"If we had been able to discover this before the Tibetan assault, it would have been a good thing, not a bad one. Pass on my order that all goods have to be opened for inspection when entering the city. In addition, any incident, no matter how small, must be reported and recorded, even if it wasn't near the City of Steel!" Wang Chong said.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


The gathered officers all bowed.


"Reporting!"


A set of hurried footsteps came from outside. A soldier hurried in, causing the room to fall silent and everyone to turn to him.


"Lord Marquis, an urgent report has come from the front. A camp of the Qixi Protectorate army on the Tibetan border was attacked. The protectorate army suffered more than five thousand casualties and General Pulan He was killed in battle!"


Everyone in the room reeled in shock at these words.


"Was it Dusong Mangpoje?" an officer next to Wang Chong asked.


"No, it was Dayan Mangban!" the soldier replied.


"!!!"


All the officers showed expressions of disbelief, and even Wang Chong couldn't help but frown.


Dayan Mangban had just been defeated, had lost two to three hundred men to Wang Chong. That he would suddenly change directions and attack a camp of the Qixi Protectorate army was something that no one had expected.


"Has this news been confirmed?"


Wang Chong rested his hands against the armrest and slowly got out of his chair.


"Yes, Lord Marquis! The news has probably already reached both Qixi and the Imperial Court," the kneeling soldier deferentially said.


"So this can also happen!"


Wang Chong raised his head and closed his eyes once more, a deep confusion on his face.


This was yet another event that had not occurred in Wang Chong's memories. If he had not appeared in Wushang, Dayan Mangban would not have come down from the plateau to deal with him.


If he had not failed in the assault and been forced to return in defeat, Dayan Mangban would not have attacked the Qixi Protectorate army to vent his spleen and Pulan He would not have died in this battle.


All of these events were interconnected.


"Lord Marquis, this is a good chance!"


Cheng Sanyuan's eyes were bright as he began to speak.


"Today's incident was only because Fumeng Lingcha let the Tibetans in for his own selfish gain. We can use this to report to the Imperial Court and get rid of Fumeng Lingcha."


Cheng Sanyuan's words immediately found support amongst the other officers.


"That's right. Fumeng Lingcha brought his army to the City of Steel and threatened Lord Marquis, so this time, Lord Marquis can bite back."


"He gave up the public good for private gain this time. Let's see how he explains himself to the Imperial Court."


"Five to six thousand losses isn't a minor matter. Fumeng Lingcha probably never imagined that he would one day also have to learn what the phrase 'to try and steal a chicken and lose the rice used to lure it' means."


"Lord Marquis, we can't let him go this time."


The officers voiced their opinions.


They could easily imagine the pressure Fumeng Lingcha was under after making such a huge mistake.


"Enough!"


Wang Chong raised a hand and silenced the officers.


The room instantly became deathly still. All of the officers lowered their heads in silence, respectful looks on their faces.


In the City of Steel, there was only one voice, and that was Wang Chong's. When Wang Chong decided on something, there would never be a second voice.


"This incident can't topple Fumeng Lingcha," Wang Chong said.


Although he didn't have any good opinion of Fumeng Lingcha, and had even been personally threatened by him, Wang Chong couldn't feel the slightest joy or excitement at this time.


Those five thousand soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army might have been Fumeng Lingcha's subordinates, but they were still soldiers of the Great Tang. In this way, the losses of the Qixi Protectorate army were the losses of the Great Tang.


Thus, Wang Chong truly found it difficult to feel happy.


But this matter firmed up Wang Chong's conviction that Fumeng Lingcha was no longer the right person for Qixi Protector-General. If he had not been obsessed with his own selfish aims and allowed Dayan Mangban to enter, this never would have happened.


Wang Chong was sure that when the Qixi Protectorate army had allowed Dayan Mangban in, it had never expected Dayan Mangban to bite back.


There was no denying the connection between this and Pulan He's death.


It was impermissible for a Protector-General wielding enormous influence to end up in this situation.


Wang Chong quickly regained his composure, pushing these thoughts aside.


"…But letting him off is making things too easy for him. If he remains in this position, who know how many soldiers will die? I will submit a memorial to the court on this matter. Regardless, he is no longer suitable for the seat of Qixi Protector-General."


Wang Chong's words were instantly greeted with a chorus of cheers. Fumeng Lingcha was too famous, his status too high. When he had come with his soldiers to threaten Wang Chong, everyone had felt so oppressed that they felt it difficult to breathe.


Now, they could finally give him a lesson.


"Lord Marquis is wise. Fumeng Lingcha is truly not very suitable for the seat of Qixi Protector-General."


"Dayan Mangban and his more than two thousand soldiers put their all into attacking our City of Steel, using schemes, feints, battering rams, and even Metal element warriors, but he still had to leave in defeat. Lord Marquis even killed more than two hundred of his men. Fumeng Lingcha has so many soldiers, but he lost more than five thousand to Dayan Mangban. The difference is noticeable at a glance."


"To think that Fumeng Lingcha still has the face to flaunt and threaten Lord Marquis."


"In my view, Lord Marquis is the best candidate for Protector-General!"


The officers voiced their opinions.
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"Enough!"


Wang Chong waved his hand.


He was not planning to impeach Fumeng Lingcha for his personal grudges, but because the Qixi Protectorate army would suffer even greater casualties if Fumeng Lingcha continued to command it.


Qixi would be facing many dangers in the future, threats from all sides. Fumeng Lingcha's abilities were barely enough for him to hold the fort, let alone proactively attack. He was utterly incapable of handling these threats, so it was better if he were switched out.


But Wang Chong did not say any of this to Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, or the other officers.


It's fine to let them misunderstand, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Putting aside the matter of Fumeng Lingcha, the attack of Dayan Mangban and his White Braves had been a warning to Wang Chong. The defenses of the City of Steel and its guards would not be enough to deal with more serious incidents.


…It's about time for Li Siye to arrive with the Wushang soldiers.


Given how much time had passed, Li Siye should have just about finished the training in Wushang Village, and the first batch of Wushang soldiers should be about to make their debut. The White Braves were a force slightly weaker than the Mamelukes, but their bravery and ferocity were unequaled. If there was one force that could surpass them in the Central Plains, it could only be the 'Wushang Cavalry' that once served him.


Flapflap!


A few moments later, a messenger bird took off into the sky, flying toward Wushang Village.


……


"Listen up! The duty of a soldier is to follow orders. Starting from now, you are no longer villagers of Wushang, but soldiers of the Great Tang. Your duty is to protect the country, to protect the ordinary people who do not have the ability to protect themselves!


"The greater the ability, the greater the responsibility. This is the obligation of the strong! So it is for you, and so it is for me!


"To march as swiftly as the wind, to slow as neatly as the breeze blowing through a forest, to be as unmoving as a mountain on the defense, and to strike as aggressively as fire on the offense—these are the ultimate goals of every proper soldier, of every proper army! And it is also the goal that all of you need to reach. Soldiers are not warriors, and a large-scale battle between armies is not a one-on-one duel between warriors. Do you understand?"


In the valley of Wushang Village, Li Siye had his hands behind his back, his two-meter-figure straight and erect, exuding the weighty pressure of a mountain. The Wushang were powerful, and only a man who was both unyielding and bursting with charisma like Li Siye, the Invincible Great General, could subdue them.


In truth, Wang Chong's judgment had been correct. In a short month, Li Siye's forthright and upright personality had won the respect of the Wushang.


"Understood!"


The moment Li Siye finished speaking, the more than five thousand neatly arrayed Wushang recruits replied in unison, their shout ringing out like a bell.


In just a month, the difference between these Wushang recruits and the other villagers was like night and day. They were more energetic, their postures more erect, and they paid more attention to teamwork and following orders.


"Very good!"


Li Siye's gaze swept through the ranks, his expression stern.


"Now, the first signal flag on the cliff to the right. You have only seven seconds. Even a second over will result in failure. During the drill, if your ranks show the slightest sign of disorder, you will immediately fail. Understood?"


"Understood!" the recruits once more replied in unison.


"Failure will result in punishment. Do you see those staff holders by the side of plaza? All of you should know what will happen!"


Li Siye jabbed out a finger as he harshly spoke.


Boom!


From the distance came a burst of laughter, and the energetic recruits suddenly lowered their heads or covered their faces, all of them having embarrassed and unnatural expressions.


Each of the Wushang was exceptionally powerful. Any child would possess astonishing strength, and an ordinary villager was capable of easily lifting two thousand jin. Using ordinary punishments against the Wushang, including the standard military punishments, was simply pointless, so Li Siye had taken a different route.


A failure to complete a training mission would still result in a beating by staves, but the ones giving the punishment were women rather than soldiers. These Wushang wouldn't even frown if they were stabbed in the stomach or bled out half their blood, but even they couldn't help but pale when they saw those women holding staves.


For a stalwart man to be beaten in broad daylight by a woman was a humiliation. This had also been Li Siye's first lesson for them: a soldier's sense of honor!


Only if one had any sense of honor as a man would they have a sense of honor as a soldier.


"Si-er, don't let me down!"


"Zhao Jue, if you dare let yourself get beaten up by another woman, when you get back, I'll pull off your skin!"


The valley was edged by the women of Wushang Village, all of them shouting harsh warnings. Some of them were mothers, and some of them were childhood sweethearts. Li Siye's disciplinary measures called for one to take off their pants to be beaten, and how could they watch as their sons or lovers were being beaten with their pants off by other women?


What Li Siye's five thousand recruits feared the most was this pressure from both sides. If they had a choice between death and having themselves beaten with their pants down by a woman, they would rather choose death.


"Ready, begin!"


Without the slightest hesitation, Li Siye grimly pointed to a small red signal flag on a mountain nearly one hundred zhang to his right and gave the order.


Buzz!


A transformation swept through the recruits. Whether they had lowered their heads or covered their faces, the recruits instantly straightened up, their eyes glowing brightly with vim and vigor. Boom! Almost the moment Li Siye swung down his arm, the first row of forty recruits shot forward. Stretching out their hands and lunging forward, they all mounted the cliff and began to climb up in an orderly row.


These forty Wushang all climbed at the same pace, leaving not a single gap. If one looked from the side, one would also notice that all the Wushang were even at the same height, perfectly aligned. Buzz! A moment after the first row mounted the cliff, the second, fourth, fifth… all five thousand soldiers came to life, climbing up the steep cliff face like a living carpet, rapidly 'floating' to the top.


Yes! Floating!


When these five thousand worked in unison, traveling at the same speed, this was exactly the feeling they gave. If one looked carefully, one would also discover that this 'carpet' was made of countless columns and rows, maintaining the neat ranks of a marching army.


The steep cliff was fraught with danger, and just climbing it was difficult enough, much less maintaining orderly ranks! But these five thousand well-trained Wushang recruits had done it.


"Ah!!"


All the watching Wushang villagers couldn't help but cry out in alarm.


Even though these were Wushang villagers who climbed mountains as easily as walking on ground, this was still an extremely difficult feat. One person climbing was very easy, but two people climbing in unison was much more difficult, and adding three was simply unthinkable.


But now, these five thousand people were climbing while maintaining their ranks, working like a single person. To the Wushang, this was simply inconceivable.


At this moment, all the villagers felt a deep respect for that two-meter-tall soldier at the bottom of the valley.




Whoosh!


A rapid stream of air rushed up the side of the cliff and into the sky.


One second, two seconds, three seconds, four seconds, five seconds, six seconds, seven seconds!


In seven seconds, the five thousand Wushang recruits had reached the top of the cliff while maintaining their orderly ranks.


The clouds had parted! The rain had ceased!


When the last row of Wushang soldiers reached the top, everything fell silent. No one made a noise, and the Wushang recruits seemed to have become one with the mountain.


Strike like fire! Unmoving as a mountain!


The five thousand Wushang recruits had succeeded in this task.


Upon seeing this, even Li Siye couldn't help but give a slight nod. After almost a month of training, they were finally showing results. Just like the Lord Marquis had said, these Wushang were truly natural and ideal warriors.


Flap flap!


As he was thinking, he heard the flapping of wings at his ear. He raised his head and saw that a messenger bird was descending.


"Mm?"


Li Siye's eyes widened as he suddenly realized something. He stretched out an arm for the bird to land on, and then took the letter and began to read through it.


'Treat these words as orders! Quickly return!'


The letter contained these few words, but Li Siye instantly understood what they meant.


"It's about time…"


Li Siye looked at the five thousand recruits on the cliff. Soldiers were trained for a thousand days so that they could be used in a single moment. Li Siye well understood that it was time for these soldiers to make their debut.


"Return!"


A thunderous voice echoed through the mountains.


An hour later, while the rest of the Wushang watched, an army of five thousand set off from Wushang Village. At this moment, no one knew what changes these Wushang would work on the Central Plains and the rest of the world.


……


A few hours later, Wang Chong received news that Li Siye was on the way back. Standing on the high walls of the City of Steel, he could see a fully-armored train of soldiers stirring up a cloud of dust. Although this was only a force of around five thousand soldiers, it exuded the same aura as fifty thousand, or even one hundred thousand, a momentum that could sunder mountains.


Most astonishing of all was the speed of these five thousand soldiers. Although they were infantry, they were traveling at speeds comparable to a galloping horse.


All the people on the walls could only sigh in wonder at this sight.
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The army could have its soldiers make a rapid advance, and for special missions, it wasn't unusual for an army to march a hundred li in a single day. But not even an army at its most rapid advance would be able to reach even half the speed of this approaching force, much less maintain such tidy ranks.


The shock and impact that came from thousands of soldiers marching in unison was truly difficult to describe!


"Impossible!"


"These soldiers are so powerful! And they're so disciplined as well. There's no sign of disorder in their ranks. Where did Lord Marquis get such impressive troops!"


"What an impressive aura. They're even more formidable than the White Braves who attacked last night!"


"Are these the helpers that Lord Marquis found?"


The many workmen and guards inside and outside the walls were gasping in amazement.


"Are these the Wushang soldiers Lord Marquis found?"


On the southwestern wall, Zhang Shouzhi was supervising the construction, but when he saw the Wushang soldiers approaching from the east, he couldn't help but mentally sigh. He was one of the few people to know of the existence of Wushang Village, but this was also his first time seeing the Wushang soldiers.


Truly formidable! This aura… No wonder Lord Marquis sent General Li! Zhang Shouzhi quietly said to himself.


He had experienced the gruesome battlefield before. Any soldier who had been able to survive the assault of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army in the war of the southwest was an elite amongst elites.


But Zhang Shouzhi felt that even the Annan Protectorate army at its finest could not compare to the Wushang troops being led by Li Siye.


The Wushang troops approached quickly, and in only a few moments, they were several hundred zhang from the City of Steel. At this time, the gate rumbled open and Wang Chong rode out, accompanied by Cheng Sanyuan and the others.


"Lord Marquis!"


Upon seeing Wang Chong, Li Siye dismounted and strode forward to bow in front of him.


"This general completed his mission. The first phase of training for the Wushang soldiers has been completed. Lord Marquis, please inspect the troops."




"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded, his gaze moving from Li Siye to the five thousand Wushang soldiers. These Wushang were completely different from the ones Wang Chong had first met. They were fully equipped in armor and were already taking shape into the 'Wushang Cavalry' of his last life.


"Not bad. I've troubled you," Wang Chong said, patting Li Siye on the shoulder.


Li Siye was truly very capable. Very few people in the army would be capable of training the five thousand Wushang into a force like this, so disciplined and well-trained that they could be as immovable as a mountain at one moment and then as aggressive as fire in the next. He was truly worthy of his future status as the Invincible Great General.


"Go and rest first. Leave the soldiers to me!" Wang Chong said.


Making these isolated villagers into the renowned Wushang Cavalry wasn't something that could be done in a single night. They had still not cultivated that martial art that had been created just for them, nor had they cultivated the Wushang Halo that was their village's namesake. Most importantly…


They had not obtained the most important thing for cavalry: their warhorses.


Everything else is ready. The only thing missing is Hulayeg's warhorses, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Five thousand Wushang Cavalry needed five thousand warhorses, and if he wanted the superb Turkic warhorses, he would need to get them from Hulayeg.


It should be about time. I wonder how his preparations are going?


Qixi shared a long border with the Turkic steppe, a border which was garrisoned by the forces of the Qixi Protectorate army, the Beiting Protectorate army, and the Western Turkic Khaganate. Normally, these forces mutually constrained each other, maintaining peace and quiet on both sides.


But at a time like this, this situation became the biggest obstacle to Wang Chong's ability to obtain warhorses. Five thousand warhorses was not a small number, and it was not possible to hide such a large herd from the eyes and ears of the three armies.


Given Wang Chong's current relationship with the two Protector-Generals, if this transaction were discovered, there was an eighty to ninety percent chance that all his effort would go to help someone else. Moreover, such a large warhorse transaction would never have the permission of the Western Turkic Khaganate. After all, the Turkic Khaganate was currently enemies with the Great Tang.


I'll just have to see what sort of tricks he has, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


The rumors said that Hulayeg, as the number one horse merchant of the Turkic steppe, had many secret channels which could allow him to evade the eyes of the border armies.


It was now time to determine the veracity of those rumors.


"Everyone, follow me!"


Wang Chong quickly turned back to the matter at hand. Waving the soldiers over, he led them into the City of Steel.


……


On the boundless Turkic steppe, vast fields of grass stretched to the horizon. Here, time seemed to be at a standstill, trapped in a cycle of wilting and thriving that would repeat until the end of time.


"Hyah!"


A shout suddenly shattered the serenity of the steppe, and the earth began to quake with the thundering of hooves. Thousands of tall and handsome horses with glossy coats began to approach from the southeast.


"Hyah!"


In the blink of an eye and a shout, another herd of Turkic warhorses galloped out of the southwest. And then from the northwest, the northeast… Herds of warhorses from various directions gathered in this area.


In a few moments, all the warhorses had gathered into a massive herd of more than ten thousand horses.


Breeee!


Herdsmen rode around the horses, constantly driving them back and making sure that they didn't run off.


While they did so, a bearded Turk with sideburns dismounted in the blustery winds and began to make his way through the herd. He eventually reached a middle-aged Turk of somewhat portly constitution wearing two skulls of bronze on his shoulders.


"Boba, all ten thousand horses from the various tribes have arrived. They are all the highest quality of warhorses. They do not require any training and only need a saddle to be ridden."


'Boba' was a form of address. In the Turkic language, it was used to refer to a respected elder or most welcome guest. In all of the Turkic steppe, there was only one man who could be addressed like this while also being welcomed by the various tribes, and that was the number one Turkic horse merchant, Hulayeg.


"Hahaha, good! Tell the chiefs that if they follow Hulayeg, they'll be able to feast and drink as they please, and that I, Hulayeg, will never treat them poorly! We can now inform that Young Marquis and conduct the first transaction!"


Hulayeg was seated on a red Ferghana horse, and he exuded a lofty air as he looked upon the vast horse herd, his laughter echoing across the steppe.


……


Flap flap!


Two days later, a messenger bird flew into Wang Chong's residence in the City of Steel. In the residence, Wang Chong was seated cross-legged in front of a desk, perusing the 'Travel Log of the Western Regions' that Yang Hongchang had sent over.


This was a handwritten account introducing the various kingdoms of the Western Regions that Wang Chong had personally requested Yang Hongchang to find for him.


When he saw the bird fly into his study, Wang Chong's eyes widened.


"Hulayeg!"


Wang Chong instantly recognized the black band on the bird's right leg. This was a bird Wang Chong had given to Hulayeg so that they could communicate with each other at any time.


"So fast!"


A look of surprise appeared in Wang Chong's eyes as he quickly moved to take the letter off the bird's leg. Hulayeg's writing was twisted and sloppy, but his letter contained exactly the news that Wang Chong wanted to see.


'To Your Excellency the Young Marquis Wang Chong, the first batch of ten thousand horses has been prepared. The exchange will take place in two days, with delivery of the goods upon reception of payment. I will personally send the warhorses to Your Excellency's City of Steel!'


Although Hulayeg had done his utmost to imitate the official language of the Great Tang, his language was still quite off. But none of that was important. It was far more important that Hulayeg had truly managed to prepare ten thousand high-quality Turkic warhorses.


"I truly didn't make the wrong choice! This Hulayeg truly does have some tricks. It was worth the risk of going to the Western Regions and seeking him out!"


Wang Chong's eyes were shining with joy as he gripped the letter. Hulayeg had truly given him a pleasant surprise.


Ten thousand warhorses, and high-quality Turkic horses at that, was no small number, tantamount to a blazing fire in the dark night. It was difficult for such a large herd to avoid the attention of others, especially the Western Turkic Khagan. If he were to discover it, the transaction would immediately be put to a stop.


But Hulayeg was apparently a master strategist. He had not only managed to gather so many fine Turkic warhorses, he was even going to personally deliver them to the City of Steel.


This was a wonderful surprise!


"Is it Hulayeg?"


Li Siye's voice came from behind him. In these last few days after returning to the city, he had learned from Wang Chong about Hulayeg.


"Mm!" Wang Chong nodded.


"I'll leave this matter to you. Bring a few people and meet up with him."


"This general understands." Li Siye gave a nod. Warhorses were of utmost importance to cavalry. Wang Chong didn't need to explain that to him. Li Siye might have even cared more about this transaction than Wang Chong.


"Mm, this transaction involves one million taels of gold. Hulayeg will probably want part of the payment in advance. The gold is with Senior Zhang Shouzhi. Take some people with you to get it. I leave all the matters regarding Hulayeg in these early stages to you, and you can make any decision as you see fit.


"If you discover that Hulayeg is up to no good, you should know what to do," Wang Chong said.


Although Hulayeg's reputation as the number one Turkic horse merchant rang out through the world, Wang Chong did not completely trust in him.


If Hulayeg encountered some mishap or was up to some scheme, Li Siye was completely capable of handling the situation.


"Yes!"


Li Siye quickly left. When he left, Wang Chong pushed aside the desk and slowly walked to the window. As his eyes peered up at the sky, his heart was in turmoil.
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Wang Chong viewed this first transaction with Hulayeg with extreme importance. If there were no hidden schemes in this transaction and everything proceeded smoothly, his own plans could finally be realized.


If Hulayeg could bring him one batch of Turkic warhorses, he could definitely bring a second, a third, and even more. Perhaps with the assistance of this number one horse merchant, the Great Tang could obtain an endless stream of high-quality warhorses from the Turkic steppe, filling in the Great Tang's largest weakness.


"It's really exciting! Hulayeg, I hope that you won't disappoint me…" Wang Chong muttered.


Outside the window, a wind began to blow!


No one knew that a storm was stirring in the distant Wushang that would gradually sweep across all of the Western Regions.


……


Hulayeg was truly as cautious as Wang Chong had predicted. Not long after the first letter, Wang Chong received a second letter from Hulayeg. He had even sent a servant disguised as a Hu jewel merchant to enter the City of Steel.


Before conducting this first transaction, Hulayeg hoped that he could receive an advance payment of a hundred thousand taels. This aroused quite the quarrel amongst Wang Chong's subordinates, but in the end, Wang Chong overruled them all and gave the hundred thousand taels to the servant.


One needed the proper demeanor to make big deals, and it was impossible to conduct such deals risk-free. In comparison to the benefits the Great Tang stood to gain in the future, one hundred thousand taels was nothing at all.


With this advance payment, the details of the transaction were quickly worked out. The time was set for two days later, at night. Once the Zi Period1 had passed, they would meet at a location one hundred li northwest of the City of Steel to make the exchange.




But Hulayeg had made an additional request. He hoped that Wang Chong would be there in person.


Time flew by, and two days quickly passed. It was time for the business transaction.


It was a moonless and windy night, the dim starlight serving as the only illumination.


Neat rows of soldiers stood beneath the stars, silently waiting.


After waiting for four hours, Cheng Sanyuan could no longer hold back a question. "Lord Marquis, so much time has passed, so why haven't the Turks shown up yet? Perhaps they aren't coming?"


"That's right! The Turks can't be trusted. He knows that our Great Tang is at war with the Western Turks, so it's really suspicious that he's still selling horses to us. Maybe he just did it for the hundred thousand taels of gold. If he really wanted to do the deal, he would have already arrived." Su Shixuan agreed with his fellow officer.


The appointed time for the deal was the end of the Zi Period, but now it was almost daybreak and Hulayeg had yet to appear. This made all of Wang Chong's officers very uneasy.


"Haha, relax. It's just a hundred thousand taels. Compared to the total value of our contract, it's like a single hair from nine bulls. It's not even worth looking at in Hulayeg's eyes."


Wang Chong stood erect, his hands held behind him as his hair was buffeted by the wind. Wang Chong was much more composed than his subordinates. He had been waiting for four hours now, but there was no hint of annoyance in his bearing.


"The Turks are different from we Tang. They don't have a strong sense for time. That the appointed time was the Zi Period but they still haven't shown up is completely in line with their style. You'll get used to it after a few times," Wang Chong indifferently said.


When he was just lazing around in the capital, he had made acquaintances with many Hu. The Hu had rather relaxed personalities and didn't really have a concept of time. They would often just drink themselves silly until daybreak and then continue drinking into the next day. One would often have to wait two or three days past an appointment for them to arrive.


Moreover, the steppe was vast and endless. One could traverse it freely, and the scenery looked the same wherever one looked. Once one began to live a free and unconstrained life there, it would be far stranger to have a concept of time.


On the contrary, if Hulayeg had been right on time, Wang Chong would have begun to suspect that he was planning something.


Gallop!


While they were speaking, the thundering of hooves could be heard in the darkness, immediately attracting everyone's notice.


"Lord Marquis, look over there!" somebody shouted.


The crowd turned in the direction of the noise and saw a small figure rapidly approaching. As it got closer, they could tell that it was a spirited warhorse, its mane flapping in the wind.


Through the posture, movements, and speed of this warhorse, even someone who didn't understand warhorses would be able to tell that this was a high-quality warhorse.


The warhorse quickly galloped in the direction of the Tang soldiers, but this only made them confused.


Wushang was a barren and remote place. No masterless warhorse should have appeared here. And on this quiet night, what did it mean that only one warhorse was galloping toward them?


"Haha, Hulayeg truly is a trustworthy person. I didn't make the wrong choice!"


While everyone else was confused and puzzled, Wang Chong had broken into a smile, his ears seeming to hear something.


"Xu Keyi, get ready. In a few moments, we'll need to carry out the transaction."


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Xu Keyi glanced at the many wooden chests of gold next to him and nodded. Although he didn't understand what had happened, it was a soldier's duty to follow orders.


No matter what Wang Chong requested, he would absolutely carry it out.


Rumble!


As they were talking, the grass beneath them began to tremble and a low rumbling could be heard. While barely audible at first, it quickly transformed into an earth-shaking shudder.


"Over there! Look! So many warhorses!" Someone began to shout, and everyone quickly realized that a massive herd of warhorses was approaching from the northwest.


The rumbling that they heard was the sound of all these warhorses galloping together.


"Hahaha, Young Master Wang, we finally meet…"


A crude laughter rang out from behind the warhorses. Phweeet!A shrill whistle came from the distance, and the massive wave of galloping warhorses began to slow and even split to the left and right.


In the middle of this dividing herd, several figures on warhorses rode toward Wang Chong. The one leading them was a slightly plump man with two fist-sized objects jostling on his shoulders. As the wind blew through them, they made a sharp sound that sounded much like the crying of ghosts.


Wang Chong immediately recognized this man as the number one Turkic horse merchant, Hulayeg.


"Hahaha, I truly made the right choice!"


His eyes brightening and his mind rejoicing, Wang Chong grabbed the reins of a warhorse and mounted it, galloping to greet Hulayeg.


"Lord Marquis, be careful!" His subordinates anxiously pursued.


In the distance, two warhorses met as Wang Chong and Hulayeg dismounted.


"Hahaha, Young Master Wang, thank you! I truly can't thank you enough!"


Unexpectedly, the first thing Hulayeg did upon dismounting was to give Wang Chong a warm embrace.


"Lord Marquis!"


Before Wang Chong could say anything, his subordinates panicked at the Turk's sudden action. Chen Bin, Guan Yu, and the other officers subconsciously reached for their weapons.


"Don't panic. He doesn't have bad intentions."


Wang Chong extended a hand to stop them, then turned to the overly enthusiastic Hulayeg and chuckled.


"Sir Hulayeg, just what has happened that has made you thank me so suddenly?"


"It was necessary, necessary. Young Master Wang is truly a god. If not for your reminder, I would truly have been deceived by a lowly person. That bastard. I trusted him so much, let him manage all my property, and this was how he treated me."


Hulayeg was in a state of agitation.


Although confused at the start, Wang Chong quickly realized what was going on. Hulayeg was probably talking about his steward, Yalug. On his visit to the Western Regions, before leaving, Wang Chong had cautioned Hulayeg to keep an eye on this particular steward. It appeared that this move had been effective.


"Young Master, can you tell me? Just how did you know?"


Hulayeg raised his head in agitation to Wang Chong.


After Hulayeg signed the contract with Wang Chong, he had run all over the steppe gathering ten thousand of the best quality warhorses to complete his transaction with Wang Chong. He had even set up a time to make the transaction.


But unexpectedly, right when he was preparing to leave to conduct the deal yesterday, his extremely trusted steward Yalug had tried to avail himself of the opportunity to run off with Hulayeg's concubine and much of his wealth.


It had to be said that Yalug was by now managing eighty percent of Hulayeg's fortune. This was a fortune that had been built on decades of work and all sorts of risks.


If he had not heeded Wang Chong's warning and dispatched people to keep a constant eye on Yalug, thus discovering his plan beforehand, the consequences would have been simply unthinkable.


This matter was also partially responsible for Hulayeg's tardiness of more than four hours.


Right now, Hulayeg felt that he was truly fortunate to have treated Wang Chong's warning seriously. But when the incident occurred, Hulayeg suddenly had a question that he found impossible to suppress.


Not even he had been able to predict that his own steward was about to betray him, so how did Wang Chong, a Han, know?


"Heheh, I naturally have my own methods. In addition, Sir Hulayeg doesn't think that only the Western Regions and the steppe have Hu, right? And how did Sir Hulayeg think I managed to find you?"


Wang Chong glanced at Hulayeg, a profound smile on his lips.


He naturally couldn't tell Hulayeg the truth about Yalug, but the effects of his words were evident. Wang Chong could sense that Hulayeg's attitude in comparison to their first meeting was like night and day. Not even a deal of tens of thousands of taels of gold could have achieved such an effect.


As long as Hulayeg had a good impression of him, Wang Chong had a chance of using him to obtain an endless stream of high-quality warhorses from the Turkic steppe.

______________
1. The Zi Period was one of the twelve two-hour periods the ancient Chinese used to divide time in a day. It spanned from 11 pm to 1 am, so the meeting for the transaction is being held after 1 am.↩
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Hulayeg appeared convinced by Wang Chong's explanation. The Wang Clan was one of the great clans of the capital, a clan of ministers and generals. It had spread its roots to all levels of society, and he had also gotten Wang Chong's implication.


The Hu didn't just live in the Western Regions and the Turkic steppe. The capital of the Great Tang also had many Hu, but this was a fact that many people easily forgot.


Wang Chong's meaning was that amongst the Hu that he knew in the capital were some of Hulayeg's Hu friends, and one of these had also been the one to tell Wang Chong about Yalug.


And these Hu had also told Wang Chong about Hulayeg's activities in the Western Regions.


Looking at Wang Chong now, Hulayeg found this youth mysterious and unfathomable. It was true that the Wang Clan's power in the capital was immense, but to be able to know about one of his stewards and his concubine, this power was simply beyond belief.


Hulayeg felt like he was standing in front of a bottomless abyss.


But the Hu and Han had different priorities. Though overcome by this feeling of mystery at first, Hulayeg quickly brightened.


"Hahaha, with a friend like Young Master Wang, what do I need to worry about? To express my gratitude to Young Master Wang, I've added one thousand extra Turkic warhorses of the best quality.


"Young Master Wang, I have a feeling that we will be very good friends!"


Hulayeg tapped Wang Chong's chest and heartily laughed.


This display truly caught Wang Chong's group by surprise. Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, Chen Bin, Guan Yu, and the other officers all brightened up, and even Wang Chong was caught off-guard.


One thousand warhorses had a value of ten thousand taels of gold, but this wasn't that important to Wang Chong right now. The crucial thing was the warhorses themselves.


These Turkic warhorses were of such fine quality that they were essentially priceless.


And they were just what Wang Chong needed the most.


Hulayeg's forthrightness was truly unexpected. Wang Chong suddenly understood how Hulayeg could have so many connections, could have such a thorough understanding of the Western and Eastern Turkic Khaganates and become the number one horse merchant of the steppe.


"Okay! Sir Hulayeg, I won't waste time on pleasantries. I will take this great gift. In the future, if Sir Hulayeg needs anything, just say the word. As long as it's within my power, I will do my utmost to satisfy you," Wang Chong said.


If this Hulayeg continued along his original course, he would die in at most three months. This was why Wang Chong had been in such a rush to make a deal with him.


But seeing Hulayeg's straightforward attitude and how he knew to repay kindness, Wang Chong suddenly had a much better impression of this horse merchant.


Although he didn't know if he could succeed, he still wanted to try and see if he could save the number one horse merchant from his fate.


In the future, Hulayeg might play a very big role in the Great Tang.


With the greetings exchanged, Wang Chong quickly went to the main subject. Wang Chong had Xu Keyi begin handing the payment of nine hundred thousand taels of gold to Hulayeg while sending Cheng Sanyuan and the others to inspect the warhorses. Hulayeg had brought eleven thousand warhorses with him, all of them muscular and with strong bones. Even someone who didn't understand horses could sense that the quality of these horses was very high, and Hulayeg truly had done his best.


"Oh, that's right, Sir Hulayeg, I might as well give you a second word of advice."


Right after the transaction was finished and both groups were about to leave, Wang Chong suddenly stopped and looked at Hulayeg, an enigmatic smile on his face. When Hulayeg saw this smile, his heart immediately began to ominously thump.


This was not Hulayeg's first time seeing this kind of smile. The last time he saw this smile, his trusted steward Yalug had almost run off with more than half his fortune.


"Whatever Young Master Wang has to say, Hulayeg will wash his ears and listen."


Hulayeg was showing full respect this time, even following the etiquette of the Central Plains and clasping his hands as he bowed. The Turkic steppe did not have this sort of custom, so one could easily imagine just how much Hulayeg respected Wang Chong's advice after the Yalug incident.


"Haha, if Sir Hulayeg believes in me, then for the next seven days, you shouldn't leave your house. In addition, if you must leave, wear a set of armor under your clothes. Finally… do your utmost to not go to the east."


With these words said, Wang Chong left. Hulayeg remained where he was, speechless and stunned.


"Hyah!"


Shouts could be heard in the distance as the several hundred elites drove the more than ten thousand horses into the night, stirring up large clouds of dust.


"Boba, could this Tang just be frightening us? No one knows of our movements on the steppe, so how could he know? In addition, we've already met with the chiefs in the east, and for the next ten days, we'll be so busy that we won't even have the time to go back. In my view, these words aren't reliable… Perhaps last time was just a coincidence, a guess!" A subordinate who had served Hulayeg for many years could no longer hold back his complaints.


In truth, none of the Turks liked the Tang very much, and not even business could change that. They were particularly dissatisfied by Wang Chong's lofty demeanor that seemed to have everything under control. In addition, their master was being far too friendly to this Han. Even though he had served his master for many years and through many business deals, this was the first time he had seen his master treat a Han so warmly, even gifting him one thousand of the highest quality Turkic warhorses.


"No. Wuduchi, you are wrong!"


Hulayeg's reaction was completely unexpected. Gazing in the direction Wang Chong had left, he began to furrow his brow.


"The east he's talking about isn't the eastern steppe of our Western Turkic Khaganate, but the Eastern Turkic Khaganate!"


Hulayeg's words left his subordinate dumbfounded. Hulayeg's connections were so extensive that they were not only restricted to the Western Turkic Khaganate. Hulayeg also had many deep connections with the tribal chiefs of the steppe ruled by Ozmish Khagan.


Not long ago, Hulayeg had made an appointment with several powerful chiefs who he had very close relationships with. But very few people knew about this matter, and Hulayeg had only made the appointment not too long ago. How had Wang Chong known?


If he even knew of a secret like this, then his abilities were simply inconceivable!


"…Could it be that he's saying that someone will try to harm me during that meeting?" Hulayeg muttered to himself.


He truly wanted to treat Wang Chong's warning as a joke, but with the precedent of Yalug, Hulayeg did not dare to treat Wang Chong's words lightly. Turning around, Hulayeg left, many thoughts on his mind.


……


Putting aside Hulayeg and the activities on the Tibetan border, the sun rose from the east, shattering the darkness. In a single night, the dark herd of eleven thousand Turkic warhorses appeared outside the City of Steel, startling everyone.


Wang Chong's one-night construction project was astonishing enough, and the additional appearance of all these warhorses truly gave everyone a massive shock. The scouts and spies were particularly panicked, and messenger birds were hurriedly dispatched.


"What? More than ten thousand warhorses? Are you crazy? How could there be this many warhorses?"


Even Fumeng Lingcha, who was currently dealing with the aftermath of Pulan He's death and the Imperial Court's questions, was given a scare upon hearing this news. His first reaction was that this was impossible. Qixi sat on a critical path between the Western Regions and the heart of the Great Tang, and guarded three borders: the Ü-Tsang border, the Western Turkic Khaganate border, and the Western Regions border. These three borders were all guarded by his soldiers.


This wasn't just one or two horses, but more than ten thousand. It was impossible for them to escape his notice. If Wang Chong had managed to get so many warhorses, why hadn't he heard anything about it beforehand? Were all his well-trained subordinates being paid and fed to do nothing?


And while he could somewhat understand how a city could be built in a night, how could so many warhorses get through the border without any soldier noticing?


Was it really a miracle? Had they come out of thin air?


He would never believe such absurd news.


A subordinate general kneeled and hurriedly said, "Milord, this general has already sent three groups to check, and this information has been confirmed beyond doubt. This general is willing to stake his life on it."


All the enemies around Qixi and the Western Regions relied on cavalry. The Tibetans did, the Turks did, the kingdoms of the Western Regions did, and even the distant Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu relied on primarily cavalry armies.


In this complicated environment, one could easily imagine how important warhorses were. But in his tiny fief, Wang Chong suddenly had more than ten thousand warhorses.


Even though he was the mighty Protector-General who oversaw all of Qixi, he only had a few more horses than Wang Chong, so how could he accept such a result?


Fumeng Lingcha stood in the hall, staring in a daze at his nervous subordinate.


……


At this moment, Fumeng Lingcha was not the only one to be shocked at Wang Chong's ten thousand Turkic warhorses.


"That boy even has this sort of ability?


In the distant Big Dipper City of Longxi, Geshu Han's eyes were twinkling. Placing his hands on his sandalwood desk, he slowly stood.


He had to admit that the youngest son of the Wang Clan had truly given him a big surprise.


He suddenly began to feel that things were beginning to fall out of line with his predictions.


"What is Fumeng Lingcha's reaction?" Geshu Han asked.


"Fumeng Lingcha's side is still busy answering the questions from the imperial censors of the court. He probably doesn't have much energy to pay attention to that area, but based on what we've heard, Fumeng Lingcha seems to have been in a fuming rage after learning of the matter," a Big Dipper Army officer next to Geshu Han said.


"That's within my expectations. Given his relationship with that scion of the Wang Clan, he would never be happy over this."


Geshu Han's right hand began to subconsciously tap against his desk as he indifferently spoke.
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Geshu Han raised his gaze to the ceiling of the study, but his mind was elsewhere.


Warhorses were far too attractive a prospect!


In the previous crisis, during the Big Dipper Army's battles with We Tadra Khonglo and Dusong Mangpoje, many warhorses had been lost. Afterward, Geshu Han had made a request to the Director of Imperial Horses with the hopes of getting these warhorses replenished.


But warhorses had always been one of the Imperial Court's weaknesses. Geshu Han had made the request ages ago, but still no warhorses had arrived.


Geshu Han had never expected to see the resource the Big Dipper Army so urgently needed appearing at the distant Wushang.


The highest quality warhorses were a temptation that Geshu Han could not resist!


Geshu Han suddenly realized that he had been underestimating Wang Chong's means. This boy currently had something that many Protector-Generals urgently needed.


"Ten thousand warhorses is no small number. The small Wushang wouldn't be able to use them all," Geshu Han said. "Qing Ze, write a letter to the Imperial Court to have the Director of Imperial Horses give a portion of the warhorses to us. In addition, write a letter to that youngest son of the Wang Clan as well…"


"This… Milord, are we really going to concede defeat to that brat?" the general under Geshu Han known as 'Qing Ze' said in shock.


He clearly remembered that the orders the Great General had given him previously were to deal with that Wang Clan scion, but in the blink of an eye, the Great General had taken the completely opposite stance.


Moreover, given the Great General's status, age, and seniority, it was far too much for him to concede defeat to such a young boy. The entire Big Dipper Army might not be able to show its face again.


"Haha, who said we need to concede? We still need warhorses, and this is for the public good, while our relationship with the brat is a private affair. And if that brat can't even take this much pressure, it would be better if he withdrew now, while it's still early," Geshu Han said indifferently, stroking his beard.


……


In the Four Garrisons of Anxi, west of the Western Regions, people were also monitoring the activity around the City of Steel. Flap flap! A messenger bird descended, not to the hands of Gao Xianzhi and Feng Changqing, but to a swarthy-faced and bearded general.


Other than the most urgent news, all messages sent to Anxi had to pass through the inspection and screening of this trusted general of Gao Xianzhi before ending up in his hands.


"Eleven thousand of the best Turkic warhorses? Where did this preposterous news come from? What are the scouts over there thinking?


"Do they not know how much eleven thousand high-quality warhorses cost? And just having the money isn't enough. Last time, Lord Protector-General wanted to make an exchange for warhorses and proposed a deal with the Turks, but he was immediately rejected. Lord Protector-General couldn't even do it, so how could an inexperienced teenager?


"And besides, how could Fumeng Lingcha let so many warhorses past the border?"


The swarthy general snorted as he scornfully tossed away the letter, pulverizing it in mid-air.


"Lord Protector-General and the others have enough on their mind already. There's no need to give them this letter."


"Yes, General!"


With these words, silence quickly fell.


……


In the distant Beiting Protectorate, Beiting Vice Protector-General An Sishun also received the news. But unlike other places, the first thing An Sishun did upon receiving the news was begin an inspection of the defenses along the Beiting-Qixi border.


At the same time, a messenger bird took off to the faraway capital.


……


"Interesting! Geshu Han, Fumeng Lingcha, An Sishun, and the other Hu generals have sent a joint memorial to the Imperial Court requesting horses from us."


In the City of Steel, Wang Chong put down his letter from the Imperial Court and chuckled.


For these imposing Protector-Generals and Great Generals to sign a joint memorial requesting horses from a 'minor character' like him was truly inconceivable.


"Lord Marquis, they just want to take a share of the spoils!"


"Lord Marquis spent so much time and energy, and even one million taels of gold, but they've done nothing and want a share. This is a little too much."


The officers in the room were all furious. Wang Chong had personally gone to the Western Regions, clearing away all obstacles and expending an enormous amount of gold to obtain these eleven thousand steeds.


These warhorses had barely arrived at the City of Steel and these people were already looking for a share. But how could anything in the world come free of charge?


Li Siye's mountain of a figure suddenly spoke. "Lord Marquis, this is a difficult matter to deal with. Warhorses are a resource supervised by the Imperial Court. Having ten thousand warhorses here is already a violation of the law. If those Protector-Generals want to make trouble for us on this point, Lord Marquis will find it very hard to gain any advantage."


Before being transferred by Wang Chong, he had served for a little while in the Beiting Protectorate, so he knew a little about the court's laws regarding warhorses.


Moreover, because Beiting bordered both the Western and Eastern Turkic Khaganates, it was particularly harsh in enforcing the regulations on warhorses.


In the strictest terms, Wang Chong's transaction with Hulayeg was illegal. If Fumeng Lingcha or the other Protector-Generals wanted to criticize him over this, Wang Chong would truly find it hard to make any excuse.


"Haha, if they want to do something, they first need the ability."


Wang Chong smiled, his right hand lightly tapping against his desk. His expression was calm and composed without the slightest hint of panic.


"If they want to say that I broke the Imperial Court's laws on warhorses, then they would truly be attacking from the wrong angle. The Imperial Court was the main backer of this deal, while I was just the middleman. After these ten thousand warhorses, more than ninety percent of the rest of the warhorses will be given to the Imperial Court for the Director of Imperial Horses to distribute and manage."


If the deal with Hulayeg went smoothly, three to four hundred thousand warhorses would be arriving in the future, and in certain circumstances, this number could be doubled.


Such a massive number couldn't possibly be used by Wang Chong's tens of thousands of Wushang soldiers. Wang Chong had always planned to send the other warhorses to the Imperial Court.


If Fumeng Lingcha tried to make trouble for him on this, then he really did have the wrong idea!


And besides, Wang Chong also had King Song behind him!


"That's right, a letter came from Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han directly requesting warhorses from us," Xu Keyi suddenly said. "Lord Marquis, should we give them to him?"


Other than pressure from the court, the City of Steel had also received a letter from Geshu Han in his status as Great General of the Big Dipper Army which expressed his hopes that Wang Chong could supply him with some warhorses.


Of the Protector-Generals, he was the only one to have sent Wang Chong a private letter.


The study instantly fell silent. No one dared to recklessly make comments on matters involving the Protector-Generals. This was a matter between powerhouses, with each action having far-reaching effects and affecting countless people.


No one dared to make any sort of rash evaluation.


Tap tap!


Wang Chong's right hand lightly drummed on the desk as a pensive look appeared in his eyes. Geshu Han had actually sent him a personal letter, and despite their relationship, had requested warhorses from him.


Frankly speaking, Wang Chong was quite surprised.


"Interesting! This Big Dipper Great General is playing his hand in a completely unexpected way!"


As Wang Chong muttered to himself, a faint smile crept onto his lips.


"Supply him!" Wang Chong suddenly said.


His short order sent massive waves through the study.



"Lord Marquis, Geshu Han is a Hu. There's no way he could be harboring good intentions!"


"And Lord Marquis, don't forget how he wanted to deal with Lord Marquis during the Regional Commanders incident."


"This can't be allowed. Geshu Han is Lord Marquis's rival, and the Big Dipper Army's scouts are even now still in the area. If Lord Marquis gives him horses, he will be getting off far too lightly!"


Wang Chong's decision had taken them all by surprise, and even Li Siye couldn't help but raise a thick eyebrow in surprise.


"Lord Marquis, given Geshu Han's personality, what if he takes our horses and then still tries to oppose us?" Li Siye said.


"Hahaha, Geshu Han sent me a letter sure that I would reject him. If I really did do that, then I would only win his contempt and make him think me to be too narrow-minded.


"In addition, public and private are separate things. In the last war, the Big Dipper Army lost many soldiers and horses while defending Longxi against the Tibetans. The soldiers are easy to replenish, but not the warhorses. This was also the reason he sent this request to me!


"I will definitely give the warhorses, not because he is Geshu Han, but for the sake of the Great Tang. His letter requested one thousand horses, right? Give him two thousand. In addition, tell him that the extra one thousand horses are for the civilians of Longxi."


Wang Chong opened his eyes and thumped the desk.


Longxi was the Great Tang's wall, and Geshu Han's Big Dipper Army was the only defender of Longxi. Behind him were the hundreds of thousands of civilians of Longxi.


If the Big Dipper Army were defeated, the southwest would repeat itself, so Wang Chong was willing to give him two thousand warhorses. And there was another matter that Wang Chong did not speak of.


In that war, Ü-Tsang had dispatched its long-slumbering King of Generals We Tadra Khonglo. The effects of that battle on the Big Dipper Army were far more serious than imagined.


The greatest effects came from the many casualties and the ensuing harsh shortage of warhorses. Wang Chong remembered that because of this, a force of around two thousand Tibetan cavalry broke through the blockade of the Big Dipper Army and entered the Longxi interior.


The Big Dipper Army's severe lack of cavalry had led to the 'fish escaping the net'.


This force of Tibetan cavalry eventually managed to kill more than ten thousand people and destroy dozens of villages. The matter caused such an uproar that even the Imperial Court was alarmed. In the aftermath, this incident was known as the 'Tragedy of Longxi'.


A painter who had been passing through Longxi at the time drew those gruesome and miserable sights and sent them to the capital, where they caused a massive stir. Anyone who saw those paintings would begin to weep in grief.


In the end, Geshu Han was implicated in the incident and was forced to leave the Big Dipper Army and enter the capital to explain himself.


On the surface, Geshu Han had written this letter to Wang Chong to test him, but in reality, the Big Dipper Army's lack of horses was so dire that he had been forced into this course of action.


Wang Chong could disregard Geshu Han, but he could not forget the Tragedy of Longxi.


Now that he had a chance to do everything over, Wang Chong would naturally not allow this incident to occur. Two thousand warhorses were enough for an army as capable as the Big Dipper Army to mitigate the crisis. At the very least, it was enough to deal with that force of two thousand Tibetan cavalry.


"Lord Marquis is wise!"


"Your subordinate was confused!"


The officers in the room were utterly convinced by Wang Chong's words. In terms of breadth of mind and daring, Wang Chong was far above them, and this was also why they were all so willing to serve him.


He could expend his entire fortune for the sake of the civilians of the southwest, could risk death to participate in the war of the southwest, and could set aside his personal grudges with Geshu Han for the sake of the empire. No one else in the Great Tang could do such a thing.
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Wang Chong turned his head and said, "Li Siye, I leave this matter to you."


Li Siye hurriedly bowed and said, "Yes, Lord Marquis."


After taking care of a few miscellaneous matters, Wang Chong stood up and stretched while looking out the window.


"It's about time to take care of that other matter."


Wang Chong stretched a bit more before leaving the room.


The City of Steel's outer wall was basically complete, and with the Wushang soldiers and the Turkic warhorses both having arrived, he could finally begin his plan.


Wang Chong had not chosen Wushang because it was a remote and peaceful place, but because he wanted to fend off the Western Turkic Khaganate to the east and Ü-Tsang from the west, completely altering the environment around Qixi. This was for the sake of the Anxi Protectorate army and to prepare for the Battle of Talas.


Now, everything was ready. Only one thing was missing.


Bang!


Sunlight poured in as the door opened, and Wang Chong, dressed in a blue gown, stepped over the threshold. After walking for a few moments, he began to hear deafening shouts.


After leaving the room and taking a left turn, he could see five thousand Wushang soldiers in the distance, mounted on stalwart Turkic steeds and performing harsh drills under the sunlight.


Thousands of wooden stakes had been placed on the ground in front of them. The distance between the wooden stakes varied, ranging from wide enough for a carriage to pass to so narrow that only a pair of horse legs could get by.


And there seemed to be no order to the arrangement of the wooden stakes.


'Disordered Horse Stakes' was a method that Wang Chong had developed in his last life to train top-notch cavalry as quickly as possible. In this life, however, he was using this method to teach the Wushang their first lesson: riding the horse.


Neigh!


With a cry, five or six Wushang leapt forward on their horses. In the midst of impassioned whinnies, these warhorses worked their way through the stakes, suddenly moving left or right as they navigated the dense forest.


The dexterity and swift reaction speed the Wushang had developed through their life in the mountains was proving incredibly useful here.


No matter how dense the stakes were or how narrow the paths between them, the Wushang would always be able to find a path through which they could easily maneuver their horses.


If one didn't know beforehand, it would be very hard to believe that this was their first time on horseback.


Neigh!


A few moments later, the five or six Wushang had completed the 'Disordered Horse Stakes' and emerged. Other than a minor scrape on a horse leg at the very end, the Wushang Cavalry were completely unscathed.


"Good!"


A burst of cheers and cries of praise rose from around them. The spectating guards and clan experts clapped enthusiastically.


At the beginning, none of them had understood the reasons for these thousands of wooden stakes in the ground. A few of the elite horsemen had tried their hands at it, but of the ten that tried, eight stumbled at the very beginning while the other two only managed to make it a bit more than halfway before being unable to proceed.


It was only after these attempts that the crowd finally realized that this forest of wooden stakes was not as simple as it seemed.


But these Wushang seemed to be natural horsemen. No obstacle or wooden stake could stop them. Though the crowd had been watching for some time, they had not seen a single warhorse ridden by a Wushang hit a wooden stake.


Their reactions and speed were so formidable that they made one's hairs stand on end!


As they gradually grew more familiar with the Wushang, the city guards and clan experts found themselves in complete admiration of these soldiers who had appeared out of thin air.


And their drills were far from restricted to just the Disordered Horse Stakes…


"Ready!


"Begin!"


Gallop! With the thundering of hooves and a cloud of dust, a Wushang cavalryman dressed in black armor and wielding a long spear shot forward, his body pressed against the back of his horse.


Boom!


Before the crowd could react to what seemed to be a blur passing them, there was a massive boom several dozen zhang away. A massive plate of steel more than half a foot thick had crumpled inward from the center, leaving two deep hoof impressions starkly visible.


Wang Chong's gaze flitted by the Wushang Cavalry as they practiced charging, looking elsewhere as he continued to walk.


"Kill!


"Kiiill!"


Heaven-shattering shouts could be heard in the distance. Two Wushang Cavalry wielding wooden staffs were charging at each other. Buzz! As the pair clashed and passed each other, one of the Wushang Cavalry lithely passed under his horse and kicked at the other rider from an extremely crafty angle.


But there was a thump as this determined strike missed. Before the Wushang cavalryman could react, another kick came from beneath the other horse, striking him on the shoulder and propelling him into the air.


Such was the strength of this kick that the Wushang cavalryman rolled ten-some times before finally stabilizing, leaving a deep furrow in the ground.


The Wushang were natural warriors, natural horsemen!


Not even experienced and veteran cavalry could easily pull off such lithe movements, but they were an easy task for the Wushang Cavalry. Even though he learned this long ago and had seen it with his own eyes, Wang Chong still felt deeply moved now that he was witnessing it again.


Strength, dexterity, speed, reflexes… these Wushang Cavalry trained by a lifetime in the mountains had a natural advantage over the White Braves, the Mamelukes, and the Turkic Wolftooth Cavalry. None of these three could compare to the Wushang.


It seems like I can teach them that now!


With this thought, Wang Chong called over a Turkic warhorse and set off for the distant training ground.


The City of Steel was vast, five to six times the size of an ordinary city. The advantages of this size were showing themselves now. Even after all the restaurants, tea houses, and inns had been finished, there was still sufficient space within the city that a large region could be set aside for the five thousand Wushang to ride and train.


Roooar!


When the warhorse was still a hundred-some zhang from the training ground, a massive roar like that of a dragon or a tiger resounded through the sky.


"Received!"


With a loud acknowledgment, the Wushang Cavalry began to stop training and gather. In a few short moments, they had organized themselves into orderly ranks, standing with straight backs and high heads in front of Wang Chong. When they looked at this Young Marquis who was even younger than they were, all the Wushang revealed expressions of deep respect and admiration.


Ever since leaving Wushang Village, they had begun to understand more and more about Wang Chong, and the more they understood, the more they admired him. The Young Marquis, the Son of Heaven's disciple, the Lord of the City of Steel, architect of the one-night construction, with an astonishing fortune and social network, and a dazzling status… had also pulled victory from the jaws of defeat, defeating the powerful Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army and forcing them to leave more than four hundred thousand corpses behind.


All this surpassed their imagination. Even those Wushang who had a pride that went down to their bones felt a deep admiration for Wang Chong's feats and the abilities that exceeded his age.


After all, even the Li Siye that the Wushang deeply admired was a subordinate of Wang Chong, devotedly loyal and respectful to him. Under his influence, the Wushang Cavalry regarded Wang Chong as a god.


"Get ready! Begin to count off! Five men to a squad, ten men to a team, a hundred men to a group!" Wang Chong sternly said.


"Yes!"


Quickly, the air began to resound with people counting off. While they were doing so, Wang Chong turned to Li Siye.


"Let's start! Take those things out and distribute them."


"Yes, Lord Marquis!" Li Siye deferentially said.


Wang Chong nodded and turned away. The Wushang had already reached a sufficient level of training, so it was now time to teach them the renowned Wushang Halo that had been developed specifically for their constitutions.


The Wushang Halo had been developed through the efforts of thousands of the best experts of the land, Wang Chong included. It was a war halo created according to the special traits of the Wushang, and was an art that only they could learn.


It was impossible to separate the fame of the White Braves from their 'Zhangzhung Halo'. This halo was as powerful and as sharp as the Jihad Halo of the Mamelukes. It would be very difficult for the Wushang to defeat them through pure strength. Only by training in the strongest cavalry halo, the Wushang Halo, and becoming the strongest 'Wushang Cavalry' could they suppress the White Braves.


This was a halo that not even the otherworldly invaders could stand against, much less the White Braves.


Creeee!


While Wang Chong was having Li Siye pass on the Wushang Halo, a sharp cry came out of the sky. Bang! A large bird crashed down, eliciting cries of alarm from the City of Steel as it made a bloody mess on the ground.


This sudden incident startled the nearby craftsmen, but the Wushang Cavalry were unmoved, not even creasing a brow.


Wang Chong raised his head and saw that far up in the sky, those birds who had been constantly circling over the City of Steel had divided into several factions that were currently engaged in pitched battle, their harsh cries ringing through the air.


"Ah!"


"Look over there! Another bird is falling!"


"How vicious! What's going on?"


"They're fighting!"


The turmoil in the sky had attracted the attention of all the craftsmen and guards on the wall. After spending so much time in the City of Steel, they had all gotten used to the birds dispatched by the various powers flying overhead: the gyrfalcons, rock eagles, and other such birds. But to their surprise, these savage birds seemed to be fighting each other.
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Thump!


One, two, three… birds plunged from the sky one after the other, screeching as they fell. Amongst the various factions, Wang Chong was the unquestioned main character, so a rather large number had gathered in the skies over him. And now, they were all falling.


Bzzt! A gyrfalcon descended from the sky like a shooting star, whistling as it dropped toward Wang Chong's head. But before it could land, it was blocked and repulsed by an invisible barrier over Wang Chong's head.


As Wang Chong looked up at the sky, a young and slightly nervous voice came from his side. "Reporting! Lord Marquis, the eagle team has already been gathered and can wipe out all birds within a hundred li of the City of Steel before day's end!"


The youth Zhang Que, Old Eagle's disciple, kneeled on the side of the road, his face red from shame. Last time, the White Braves had borrowed the cover of darkness to attack the City of Steel. Zhang Que had been responsible for keeping watch on Qixi's border with Ü-Tsang but had failed to detect them. This was a severe dereliction of duty.


Zhang Que had been criticizing himself this entire time.


By forming this eagle team, Zhang Que hoped to atone for his crimes and change Wang Chong's impression of him.


"Rise," Wang Chong indifferently said, waving his hand.


Zhang Que was young, and he had encountered a crafty and cunning opponent like Dayan Mangban. Considering the fact that this was his first solo mission, he had no experience, and he wasn't familiar with the terrain of the border, such a mistake was completely within Wang Chong's expectations.


But this eagle team had left a very deep impression on him.


Creee!


A mournful screech from the sky attracted Wang Chong's attention. Looking up, he saw that usually spiritless rock eagle called Little Sha flapping its wings, agilely pecking at the much larger birds around it.


The Turkic hunting hawks, the Goguryeon gyrfalcons, the rock eagles of the Western Regions—all these birds were having their necks shattered and wings broken under the assault of this little eagle, screeching as they plummeted to the earth, drenched in blood.


In addition, the little rock eagle had other eagles working with it, an army assisting it in attacking the other birds.


In the sky, the birds from the various powers had been beaten into disarray, with many of them shrilly crying out, shedding feathers and bleeding as they fled.


These 'eyes' that had enveloped the City of Steel for several months had finally been driven off by Zhang Que's eagle team.


"You did well! I'll leave the skies over the City of Steel to you. Remember, in the future, don't make a similar mistake," Wang Chong said without turning his head.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


The red-faced Zhang Que knew that he had finally received Wang Chong's forgiveness.


"Lord Marquis, be at ease. Even if Zhang Que must die, a similar incident will never take place again!"


Wang Chong grunted and waved his hand. Zhang Que quickly left.


Just missing Xu Keyi's side now, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


A craftsman needed to prepare sharp tools first before beginning a task. With the spy birds over the City of Steel cleared away, the only thing left was to take care of the scouts.


While Wang Chong was occupied with his thoughts, he quickly began to hear alarmed cries from the distance.


"What are you doing?"


"We're from the Qixi Protectorate!"


"Release me! Do none of you understand reason?"


Furious shouts could be heard outside the city, but what replied to them was a savage and tyrannical voice.


"Shut up!"


There was an earth-shaking boom, then a burst of frightened whinnies and the sounds of horses fleeing in every direction. When Wang Chong heard this sound, he couldn't help but smile.


For this operation, it wasn't just the guards of the City of Steel who were taking part, but also some of the experts from Wushang Village. Huang Botian was one of them, and judging by the sounds, Huang Botian had used his Stone General to attack those scouts.


As a member of the Imperial Court, Wang Chong could not attack the Qixi Protectorate army, but Huang Botian was different. With these actions, the scouts around the City of Steel would soon be driven away, and his plan could truly begin.


"Shixuan, tell Senior Zhang Shouzhi that he can notify all the sword shops and smiths in the capital and the prefectures that the next phase of the plan can begin!" Wang Chong said.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Su Shixuan took off with the order.


"Everyone, get ready…"


With everything else taken care of, Wang Chong finally turned his head back to the Wushang Cavalry. As the former commander of the Wushang Cavalry, he could now begin the second phase and personally train his troops. The strongest War Saint and the strongest army of the Central Plains were finally reunited in the City of Steel.


A butterfly was finally flapping its wings, eventually causing a storm an entire ocean away. Other than Wang Chong, no one knew that starting from today, the Western Regions would experience a massive transformation.


……


Flap flap!


Several days later, in the distant Longxi, a messenger bird flew into Big Dipper City.


"Milord, a letter from Wushang!"


Upon receiving the letter from his subordinate, Geshu Han first creased his brow, and then he smiled, apparently guessing at something.


"Milord, that brat couldn't keep his temper at all." A Big Dipper Army general smiled.


"Haha, Milord wanted horses from him. It would be strange if he were happy about that."


"This letter he sent to Milord must definitely be a rant to vent his anger. In my view, there is no need for Milord to read it."


The Big Dipper Army generals in the room began to chip in with their opinions.


Geshu Han quietly smiled.


"Haha, I still have to read it. Since he used the army's relay stations and the Imperial Court's system, it's not a personal matter. If I refuse to read it just because he's critical of me, then I would appear too narrow-minded and he would end up viewing me with disdain," Geshu Han lightly said.


"Lord Protector-General's words are reasonable. Reading it is also fine. If that brat is rude to Milord, we have the letter as proof. When the time comes, Milord can take it to the Imperial Court and give him a little lesson."


"Right, right. Haha! He's still young and inexperienced!"


The surrounding generals broke into laughter.


Geshu Han merely shook his head, and with a faint smile, he opened the letter!


'To see the words is to see the person. Wang Chong of Wushang writes to his superior!'


Just by reading the first line, Geshu Han could already sense a sharpness.


As expected!


Unsurprised, Geshu Han smiled. But as he read the rest of the few lines that made up the letter, he instantly changed his attitude.


"Milord, what happened?"


"Was that brat too rude and improper with his language?"


The generals in the room had been focused on Geshu Han this entire time, so the moment they saw the change in his face, they immediately made their conclusions and got angry.


"Lord Protector-General is still a Great General of the empire, with a lofty status and authority, and Milord has also distinguished himself many times in battle. That brat wouldn't really rely on the background of his clan to say anything too rude or disgraceful."


"That boy is going overboard. Didn't Milord just say that he wanted to borrow some horses? It was just a few words, just a joke, and he dares to reply with a letter humiliating Protector-General? He deserves death!"


"General protects the western border for the empire, risking death and achieving heroic feats on the battlefield. Even the important officials of the court would not dare besmirch Milord. This boy is too brash!"


All the generals were furious.


If Wang Chong had just grumbled or made some sarcastic remarks, the generals would have just treated it as a joke and not taken it too hard. But judging from the expression on their commander's face, this wasn't something as simple as a few complaints or cutting remarks.


"General, let me lead some soldiers to the City of Steel to seize that brat and have him personally seek forgiveness in front of Milord!" an agitated Big Dipper Army general immediately proposed.


"All of you have misunderstood!" Geshu Han finally spoke, his words immediately ending their speculation. His brow was tightly furrowed as if he had run into some incomprehensible riddle. "That youngest son of the Wang Clan was not cursing me…"


"Ah!"


The generals looked at each other in confusion. That boy had just obtained more than ten thousand horses, and the Great General had bluntly requested some of them, and yet that boy was able to keep his composure?


And if he was really able to keep his composure, why did he send a letter?


"It's the exact opposite of what you're thinking. He sent me a letter telling me that he's already sent me one thousand high-quality warhorses. In addition… he also sent me one thousand extra!"


"Ah!"


The generals were dumbfounded.


"He really gave the warhorses, and even sent one thousand extra?"


"How could that be?"


"He has to know that two thousand warhorses is already enough to form a medium-sized force of cavalry, which is enough to affect the course of a battle."


"Given General's relationship with that brat, would he really just give two thousand warhorses for free?"


At this moment, all of them were dazed and stunned, not daring to believe their ears.


"Lord General?" A general in the room turned to Geshu Han, cautious and hesitant.


"Take a look!"


Without another word, Geshu Han passed over the letter.


The letter was only five or six lines long, so all the generals in the room were soon able to read it, and all of them were left flabbergasted. In complete contrast to their expectations, the tone of this letter contained no resentment, only warmth and serenity. Most importantly, Wang Chong really had agreed to Geshu Han's request.


"Milord, could that boy from the Wang Clan… just be tricking us?" a general cautiously said, voicing the thoughts of his comrades. "After all, Lord General and that Wang Chong are enemies. Would he really be so kind-hearted?"


"Although I'm also a little suspicious, that boy shouldn't be feigning. After all, he is from a clan of ministers and generals, a clan that emphasizes the trustworthiness of a nobleman. And he even sent us a letter as proof of his words."


Geshu Han shook his head.


The great clans of the capital, particularly a clan of officials like the Wang Clan, cared a great deal about their reputation and would never go back on their words.
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"But, Milord…"


A general was just about to say something when a messenger rushed into the room like a gust of wind.


"Reporting! Two thousand warhorses have been discovered seven hundred meters to the rear! Those people claim that these warhorses are for our Big Dipper Army, and they are requesting that our Big Dipper Army come to receive them. The scouts have sent me to ask how they should handle the matter."


The messenger kneeled on the floor, his eyes suffused with a deep confusion.


Everyone in the Big Dipper Army knew of the army's severe shortage of warhorses, but now these horses were here, and they had come from a completely unexpected direction. This left him extremely dazed and confused.


Buzz!


The messenger's words plunged the hall into silence. This news was like a fierce slap against the face of all the generals of the Big Dipper Army. All of them had complicated expressions as they looked toward Geshu Han.


"I was looking down on him!"


Geshu Han had an extremely solemn expression.


"In this round, I was far inferior to him. Public and private are two separate things, and this youngest son of the Wang Clan clearly had much more daring."


Geshu Han had still not yet met this scion of the Wang Clan, with most of his information coming from the mouths of others. But to witness with one's own eyes was better than hearsay, and moreover, the events of the southwest had grown so exaggerated by now that only the participants actually knew just how much of a role Wang Chong had played.


Yet now, Geshu Han had to admit that he had truly been underestimating him.


Although Wang Chong knew that the relationship between him and Geshu Han was poor, he could look past that to consider the overarching situation and gift the two thousand horses for the sake of Longxi and the Great Tang… Only someone with an astonishingly open mind could do such a thing. In comparison, his own actions were clearly rather petty.


"Qing Ze, write a letter for me thanking the Young Marquis. Say that I've received the two thousand warhorses and that the Big Dipper Army owes him a favor," Geshu Han said as he mentally sighed.


"Yes, General!"


With these words, Qing Ze quickly left.


……


Rumble!


At night, with dark clouds hanging low, the gates of the City of Steel thundered open. A group of black-armored cavalry slowly rode out with a vigorous momentum. They had black halos under their feet, clattering like steel and linked together like the rings of a chain.


At the front of the soldiers was a seventeen-year-old youth with sharp brows and bright eyes. Behind him was a strong man more than two meters tall, twice the size of an ordinary adult.


"Lord Marquis, where are we going?" Li Siye said.


In the more than half a month of training within the city, this was the first time Wang Chong was taking the Wushang Cavalry beyond its walls. But Wang Chong had never been one to clearly explain his plans, so not even Li Siye knew where they were going.


"Soldiers are trained for a thousand days to be used in a single moment. They've trained for long enough, so it's now time to proceed to the next part of the plan," Wang Chong indifferently said.


Wang Chong's black hair danced in the light wind. Although he was barely over seventeen, Wang Chong was becoming more and more composed, his eyes more dignified and determined.


Unlike his peers, Wang Chong's eyes could see the most minute of details, could see farther than anyone else.


"Let's go!"


Wang Chong urged his horse forward, but not to the nearby Tibetan Plateau. Instead, he turned in the direction of the southwest, to Longxi.


Wang Chong said nothing over the course of the journey, so neither did anyone else. Under the starry night, several hundred li went by in a flash. The five thousand Turkic warhorses were showing their value here, as it took only around six hours for the Wushang Cavalry to cover a distant of seven or eight hundred li.


The scenery constantly changed around them, and gradually, the barren landscape turned into lush hills. They had galloped their way into the heartland of Longxi.


In the distant darkness, the massive silhouette of a mountain thrust into the clouds, spanning the gap between heaven and earth.


Li Siye finally couldn't suppress his worries. "Lord Marquis, are we going to Big Dipper City?"


Longxi was under the administration of Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han. Given their current relationship, a conflict was highly likely to take place if five thousand cavalry appeared in front of the Big Dipper Army.


"Hahaha, we'll have to meet Geshu Han eventually, but not right now."


Apparently seeing through Li Siye's worries, Wang Chong chuckled, but his gaze was on that looming mountain.


Heaven Pillar Mountain!


A thought flitted through Wang Chong's mind.


I finally found it.


Longxi shared a long border with Ü-Tsang. The massive difference in altitude meant that the vast majority of the border was untraversable for even apes and monkeys, much less humans.


Even the ambitious Tibetans who coveted the Central Plains would shrink away from these areas, much less other people.


Anyone who had tried to force their way through these areas ended up dead.


But Wang Chong knew of a secret path that could bring one safely into the heart of the plateau, and this was the only path in all the several thousand li of border.


It was an obscure path that was buried year-round. Wang Chong had only discovered it by pure accident.


In order to find this secret path, one first had to find Heaven Pillar Mountain.


In truth, this mountain didn't have a name. 'Heaven Pillar Mountain' was the name Wang Chong had given it in his last life.


"Li Siye, pass on my order to have them rest here and wait for further orders," Wang Chong said without turning his head.


After a momentary pause, Li Siye quickly assented. "Yes, Lord Marquis!"


"Zhang Que!"


"This lowly person is here."


Not long after Li Siye left, Zhang Que rode out from the rear, dressed in a military uniform and with his rock eagle perched on his shoulder. For this expedition, Wang Chong had also brought Zhang Que and a portion of his eagle team.


When an army was on the march, what it was most apprehensive about, especially at night, was being discovered by the enemy. To guard against this, Wang Chong had brought Zhang Que.


"It's your turn now. Have your rock eagle and the eagle team search that area."


Wang Chong extended a finger and drew an arc in the sky, ultimately stopping on the looming Tibetan Plateau to the right.


"Yes, this lowly person will do so."


Zhang Que paused for a moment, and then realized something, a hint of excitement appearing in his eyes. Creee! A few moments later, the shrill cry could be heard as the rock eagle took flight.


Wang Chong sat on his horse, watching as the rock eagle climbed higher and higher, all the way until it vanished into the clouds that shrouded the plateau.


Dayan Mangban, now it's my turn to strike!


Wang Chong's lips curved into a nearly undetectable smile.


Only after that rock eagle vanished into the depths of the plateau did Wang Chong finally reveal his goal.


Half a month ago, the White Braves had attacked the city, and Dayan Mangban had been frightened away by Wang Chong's use of rotating teams to constantly assault him. But this future Tibetan King of Generals had suddenly made a backthrust. After leaving the City of Steel, he had run off to a border camp of the Qixi Protectorate army and killed five thousand soldiers and the important Qixi general Pulan He.


Although those people were all Fumeng Lingcha's soldiers, they were also the Great Tang's soldiers. They were responsible for protecting the border, and had ultimately died performing their duty.


Wang Chong had been close at hand in Wushang, but by the time he had gotten the news, it was too late. Coupled with the fact that he had no soldiers who could contend against Dayan Mangban's, he could only swallow his anger.


But the soldiers of the Great Tang would never die in vain, not as long as Wang Chong still breathed.


The hidden path in Heaven Pillar Mountain led straight into the heartland of Ü-Tsang.


If his memories were still correct, at most three hundred li from the place the path emerged onto the Tibetan Plateau was the most famous place in the northern region of Ü-Tsang, Tsongkha.


The most famous new recruit training camp of Ü-Tsang was located there. Every fall, from the tenth month to the eleventh month, a large number of Tibetan recruits would be sent there to undergo strict training. Once the training was complete, they would be transferred to various borders of Ü-Tsang to help it in its conquests.


But this was not the primary objective of Wang Chong's operation. Wang Chong remembered that right now, Tsongkha was welcoming a very unique group of recruits, the Qinghai Soldiers1.




This was a group of elite soldiers that would one day stand shoulder to shoulder with the White Braves. If everything went as expected, once they completed training, in at most six months, they would begin to frenziedly attack all of the Great Tang. Longxi, Qixi, and Anxi were all under their scope.


If they were not eliminated, they would pose a greater and greater threat to the Great Tang, eventually becoming a threat equal to the White Braves.


This was the true goal of Wang Chong's expedition.


Dayan Mangban, it is now time for you and all of the Ü-Tsang Empire to pay the price!


With this thought, Wang Chong's mind quickly calmed down.


……


Creee!


A sharp cry penetrated the dark night. A rock eagle with its wings spread wide was riding on the air currents. Whoosh! There was a flash of light as a silhouette flew nearby.


One, two, three, four… in the distance, all sorts of birds were flying through the air, circling over this region. There were rock eagles, gyrfalcons, hunting hawks, and various other kinds of birds.


In this intersection of Ü-Tsang, the Western Regions, and the Turkic steppe, it was not rare to see rock eagles and hunting hawks, and there were even times when the Tibetans would buy gyrfalcons from Goguryeo for scouting purposes.


"Hey!"


"Ha!"


Although it was late at night, the plateau was still buzzing with activity. Shouts intermixed with the clanging of steel, and rose into the air to mix with the cries of birds.

______________
1.'Qinghai', or 'Green Sea' is the name of the largest lake on the Tibetan Plateau, and indeed, the largest lake in all of China.↩
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Looking down from the sky, one would see tens of thousands of black dots spread out over the vast landscape. Each of these black dots was a tent, and around these tents, sparks were shooting out, furnaces spitting flames into the sky. Next to these furnaces were bare-chested and sweaty Tibetan blacksmiths, their skin bronze in the light of the furnaces as they put their all into hammering pieces of plate armor.


Neeeeigh! A muscular Tibetan highland steed stirred up clouds of dust as it approached, its fierce rider shouting something.


Gallop! Following this single warhorse were thousands more Tibetan cavalry, but unlike regular Tibetan cavalry, these soldiers were wearing clearly incomplete armor. Moreover, the armor was not the usual black, but green.


In the Tibetan Plateau, only one kind of soldier would wear green armor: new recruits!


If one surveyed this land, one's eyes would immediately lock onto the very center of this region, where a black banner, twenty-some zhang tall, flapped in the air. On this black banner was the striking image of a rearing white elephant intersected with a scimitar!


This place was Tsongkha's 'Zhangzhung Recruit Training Center', the most famous training camp in all of the Ü-Tsang Empire, and the largest of its Three Great Training Camps.


Tsongkha trained recruits for the entirety of the empire, constantly providing it with new blood, so it received the favor and attention of all four Royal Lineages.


Imperial Great Generals Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje drew a significant portion of their troops from Tsongkha.


Each year, this camp would train twenty to thirty thousand recruits.


Flap flap!


A black messenger bird flew into the largest tent, in the center of the camp. Within, a hand shrouded in black armor swiftly received the bird.


"General, it's a letter from Lord Dayan Mangban!" A young Tibetan guard dressed in black armor spoke, his head turning to the stalwart and looming figure behind him.


The tent was silent, the only sound that of the edge of a blade scraping against bone.


It took some time for a voice to finally rise from the tent. Coupled with a clattering of armor pieces, a dignified Tibetan general of thirty to forty years old slowly raised his head. "Read it!"


This general had the red blush typical of the plateau, and he was fully dressed in armor. He was enthroned on a chair made of yak bone and was currently holding a scimitar in one hand, using it to smoothen a two-meter-long yak horn in the other.



Interrupted, the dignified Tibetan general adjusted his posture, putting down his scimitar and yak horn and turning to the guard. His gaze was cold and biting, and he seemed to be cast from iron and bronze, like an extremely fierce and powerful Vajra Guardian, his very appearance inspiring dread.


"Yes!"


The guard shot him a secretive glance before hurriedly lowering his head and beginning to read the letter.


"'Let these words express my sincerity. The situation in Qixi is urgent. Fumeng Lingcha's army is pressing against the border, endangering the north. Soldiers are urgently needed. I request five thousand Qinghai soldiers for use!'"


The guard could feel the sense of danger communicated in these words, and his face turned grim as he subconsciously turned to the general behind him.


"Haha, it's this trick again."


To the guard's surprise, the dignified Tibetan general behind him not only remained unperturbed, he even sneered.


"Only my cousin would do something like this! If you want soldiers, just ask for them. Why mention Qixi? Our Tibetan Plateau is easy to defend and hard to attack. If we really did encounter some powerful foe, just have the herdsmen retreat into the interior. And when did the north become endangered? And if I remember correctly, Fumeng Lingcha is only furious because he led the White Braves to raid their forces and killed Pulan He and five thousand Tang soldiers, right? Did he think that an infuriated Fumeng Lingcha would do nothing in response to his raid?


"In the end, he just wants my several thousand Qinghai Soldiers!"


The young Tibetan guard was already stunned, his jaw agape and his eyes wide open. He had been serving at the general's side for some time now, and he had seen various letters from the Four Royal Lineages and the various Great Ministers requesting soldiers. All of these letters had been by the book and truthful. None of them had ever lied about the situation, much less tried to solicit bribes or satisfy a personal desire.


"Then… General, should we refuse?" the guard hesitantly said.


"There's no need," the dignified general said. "Given that fellow's personality, he won't rest until he gets what he wants. We'll be receiving an endless stream of letters soon, and he might even make a personal visit to Tsongkha, and then we'll have a real problem on our hands. No one understands his personality more than me, and I know that he's capable of anything."


"!!!"


The guard was utterly flabbergasted, and he had no idea whether he should send the soldiers or not.


"Ha, but this time, he's played a lowly person in vain. The Tsenpo's letter has already arrived. Even without his request, I would have still transferred soldiers to him. Send a letter for me. Tell him that he doesn't need to worry about the soldiers. In three months, the first wave of eight thousand freshly-trained cavalry will be sent to the northern border. In addition, the Qinghai Soldiers he wants will be sent with them, but… only two thousand at most!


"The Qinghai Soldiers were specially selected from each army, and they all have extraordinary talent. Moreover, they cultivate the secret techniques passed down by the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple. This technique is extremely powerful but equally difficult to cultivate. They need at least two years to finish their training. We only have seven thousand in total here, and he alone wants five thousand. I might be the commanding general of the Tsongkha Zhangzhung Camp, but does he really treat this as part of our Dayan Clan?"


The dignified general's face was filled with derision, and his words had exposed his relationship to Dayan Mangban.


In the Ü-Tsang Empire, other than the Tsenpo, his Great Minister, and the other four Great Ministers, the greatest factions were the Dayan, Dusong, and the other two of the Four Great Clans. The Dusong Clan's Dusong Mangpoje was one of Ü-Tsang's Great Generals, and while the Dayan Clan had still not produced anyone of the Great General level, it had many brilliant individuals of the Brigadier General level.


'Dayan Pugyal' was one of them.


Although he did not possess as fierce a reputation as his cousin Dayan Mangban, able to uproot entire cities or countries and vanquish all the small kingdoms on Ü-Tsang's border, within the plateau, Dayan Pugyal's status was at times even greater than Dayan Mangban's.


Dayan Pugyal had sent countless soldiers to the Four Royal Lineages of Ü-Tsang, and the Four Kings and the Four Great Ministers all treated him with extreme courtesy and humility.


"Yes, your subordinate will do so!" the young guard hastily said, and prepared to leave.


"Wait!"


As if remembering something, Dayan Pugyal stopped the guard.


"Investigate that Great Tang youth called Wang Chong for me… Gather all the information about him, including his clan and background."


The guard was frozen for a moment before he responded, "Yes, General!" and left.


In the tent, Dayan Pugyal absent-mindedly watched the guard leave for a few moments, then he lowered his head, his eyes falling upon a map. This was a detailed map of the Ü-Tsang Empire, and it also included the surrounding countries, including Sindhu, the Western Regions, the Abbasid Caliphate, the Turks, and even the entirety of the Great Tang.


Dayan Pugyal scanned the map, and his gaze quickly fell upon a red dot near the northeast corner of Ü-Tsang.


Wushang!


This was where that Great Tang youth that was the focus of all Ü-Tsang was located. Dayan Pugyal had overseen Tsongkha for many years, but he had never seen a Tang attract the attention of so many people.


Dusong Mangpoje and Dayan Mangban had already gone to that place.


The Tsenpo had even broken with custom and sent a letter to Zhangzhung Training Camp requesting more soldiers for the northern border. Such a situation had never happened in Dayan Pugyal's life.


And all this was because of that youth called Wang Chong.


I really want to know… This Tang—just what sort of person is he?


Once this thought flitted through his mind, Dayan Pugyal quickly calmed down.


……


Crack!


A scimitar flashed through the air, slicing through thorns and tree branches. Whoosh! A green snake with a triangular head suddenly shot out of a nearby shrub.


But it was only able to make it three feet before a hand snatched it out of the air. A muscular thumb pressed down, and squish!Liquid splashed everywhere as the green snake's head splattered.


"Up!"


"Pay attention to the thorns on the side!"


"Vanguard, remember to clear away the stray stones on the ground for the warhorses."


"Keep up, keep up! Make sure to stay hidden! Don't get exposed!"


As the sky brightened in the east, nobody noticed that a force of five thousand cavalry was currently traveling through a lush mountain forest, advancing toward the plateau. This was an extremely narrow and winding path, a ribbon that extended from Longxi all the way to the towering Tibetan Plateau.


"Lord Marquis, how much longer do we have to climb?" Cheng Sanyuan whispered.


"For another hour, until about daybreak," Wang Chong said.


Sitting on his horse, he continually scanned the area. The surroundings were familiar, but not completely the same as he remembered. This was not his first time in this area, not his first time traveling this meandering path.


But it was clear that he was the first to discover this concealed path. In other words, this place was still unexplored, so it was covered in thorns and shrubs, and the trees on both sides had extended their gnarled branches. There was even the occasional venomous snake.


They had already killed several hundred such snakes. Another set of soldiers would have found it difficult to advance even an inch. But to the Wushang, who lived amongst lofty mountains and steep cliffs, this was child's play.


Not a single snake had been able to get close, much less get a chance to strike. In addition, the Wushang were extremely fast and efficient in cutting down and clearing away the thorns and brambles obstructing the path.


Normal soldiers were not capable of such feats.
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"Inform General Huang Botian to pick up the pace and clear the path to the summit as quickly as possible," Wang Chong said.


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


"In addition, Zhang Que, have your eagle team keep the skies above of us clear of any surveillance birds."


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


As order after order was issued, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry moved with unprecedented efficiency and speed through the meandering path.


Whoosh! The gentle breezes brought with them the chill of the plateau. If one turned their heads at this moment, one would only see thick clouds. All the mountains had become extremely small, and even the Heaven Pillar Mountain that they had come through looked like an ant.


Starting from last night, they had already traveled along this path for eight to ten hours. The altitude was now around three to four thousand meters, and they weren't far from the plateau.


Time slowly passed as Wang Chong led his five thousand soldiers along this forgotten path, silently advancing toward the plateau. An hour later, a muscular Turkic warhorse neighed, its mane waving in the wind as it leapt onto the plateau.


One after another, countless Wushang Cavalry followed, stepping onto the plateau. The last was Wang Chong, his cape flapping in the wind.


We've finally arrived!


Wang Chong sat on his horse, allowing the winds to buffet him as he breathed the unique air of the Tibetan Plateau with a long sigh in his heart.


After so long, he had finally stepped onto the Tibetan Plateau for the first time since his reincarnation.


As Wang Chong raised his head to the sky, this scene began to meld with the scenes in his memories.


In his last life, Wang Chong had only been able to step onto the plateau after the calamity, but now that he had reincarnated, everything was foreordained to be different.


"Hahaha, Lord Marquis, we've finally stepped onto the Tibetan Plateau."


Around him, the soldiers couldn't help but heartily laugh as they took in the view.


From yesterday to now, Wang Chong had never indicated where the army was marching to. Now, when these soldiers stepped onto the plateau and saw these never-before-seen sights, they all felt a sincere admiration for Wang Chong.


Since ancient times, there were only four paths from the Great Tang into the Tibetan Plateau. The first was in the southwest, the Tea Horse Road guarded by Zhangchou Jianqiong. The second was the path guarded by Geshu Han in Longxi, the third was guarded by Fumeng Lingcha in Qixi, and the last was guarded by Gao Xianzhi and his Four Garrisons of Anxi.


There were no other paths except these four.


No one had expected that deep within the mountain forests of Longxi, another path had been hidden, and that Wang Chong would lead them through this hidden path to the Tibetan Plateau.


"Zhang Que, lead the way," Wang Chong said.


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


The excited Zhang Que immediately rode forward with his horse. Cree! With a sharp cry, that foot-long rock eagle stretched its wings and shot into the air.


"Hyah!"


The galloping warhorses left trails of dust as the soldiers quickly formed into ranks and followed behind the rock eagle, swiftly advancing into the Tibetan heartland.


A journey of several hundred li went by in a flash. The five thousand Wushang Cavalry showed no hesitation, drawing a straight line toward the Zhangzhung Recruit Traning Camp in Tsongkha.


Dawn was when people were at their most relaxed, the least on their guard. The army's progress of several hundred li attracted no notice. After several hours, creee! Sharp cries filled the air as rock eagles, gyrfalcons, and hunting hawks suddenly appeared in the air.


"Lord Marquis, we've been discovered. Those are the birds the Tibetans use for surveillance," Zhang Que nervously said as he looked up at the birds.


"It's fine. If they've discovered us, they've discovered us. There's no need for us to hide anymore."


Wang Chong looked up at the sky and smiled. He had already seen the dense mass of tents on the distant horizon. From the center of those tents rose a massive black banner, fluttering in the wind.


Tsongkha, Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp!


Everything was exactly as he remembered. Not even that legendary Great Minister of Ü-Tsang could have possibly predicted that he would appear here.


"Get ready! We have a tough battle in front of us!"


Wang Chong gazed into the distance, a sharp light in his eyes.


……


Creee!


When Wang Chong's army appeared on the edge of Tsongkha and noticed the Tibetan surveillance birds, the Tibetans also noticed Wang Chong's army. A rock eagle flew into the large black tent in the center of the camp.


A guard in the tent kneeled on the ground and said, "Reporting! The scouts say that an unknown force has appeared on the outskirts!"


"Mm?"


Upon hearing the guard's report, Dayan Pugyal frowned, his expression turning gloomy.


"What nonsense are you saying? Where did an unknown force come from? This is the heartland of Ü-Tsang! How could someone bypass our defensive lines and get so deep? Look again and see if they aren't our soldiers before coming back to report to me!"


"Yes, your subordinate will do so."


The guard also had a rather ashamed expression. This was the interior of Ü-Tsang, with Tibetans everywhere. How could some unknown force appear? At most, it would just be some nearby herdsmen or cavalry who happened to be passing by.


Those scouts and cavalry on the perimeter were being far too cautious.


The guard left quickly and returned just as quickly. The second rock eagle had arrived with news, causing the guard to rush back into the tent.


"General, more information has come in. A force of cavalry has truly appeared on our perimeter. We dispatched people to speak with them, but none of them have returned. In addition, the force has dispatched some extremely formidable individual to eliminate our eyes in the sky."


"What?"


Dayan Pugyal's expression flickered as he finally raised his head from his desk.


This was a recruit training camp for the Ü-Tsang Empire. If these were just nearby herdsmen or some other soldiers, they would never try to eliminate the training camp's birds, much less attack the people sent out from the training camp.


"Let me take a look!"


Dayan Pugyal sensed that something was wrong. Standing up and walking around his desk, he quickly left for the edge of the camp.


Creee!


Dayan Pugyal had just walked out of his tent when he suddenly heard a screech from overhead. Raising his head, he saw a green hawk plummeting out of the sky. It thudded into the ground several steps from Dayan Pugyal, its bones shattering and its body pulverized into a lump of meat.


Creee!


Above Dayan Pugyal, a rock eagle that was clearly much smaller than normal flapped its wings and contentedly flew off.


At this moment, Dayan Pugyal's face was twisted into the nastiest of grimaces.


This was a naked challenge. No matter what sort of people were in that force, they definitely weren't Tibetan. Dayan Pugyal gloomily watched as the rock eagle flew back toward the horizon.


Over there, Dayan Pugyal finally spotted the enemy forces the guard spoke of. A black tide seemed to be surging out of the horizon, rushing toward the camp.


"Reporting! Lord General, the scouts have confirmed the identity of the enemy force. They are not a Tibetan force, but a Tang army."


"What?!"


Even though Dayan Pugyal had mentally prepared himself, these words still made his body shudder.


The Tang? How had they ended up here? How had they circumvented the defensive lines without anyone noticing?


"Someone, go and see how many soldiers they have!" Dayan Pugyal hurriedly said.


"Yes, General!"


The Tibetan guards quickly took off and returned very quickly. At such close distances, it was extremely easy to determine the size of the enemy force.


"Reporting to General, their numbers have been determined. There are five thousand Tang, all cavalry, currently heading in our direction."


"Five thousand?"


Dayan Pugyal had a solemn expression at first, but upon hearing the number, he quickly sneered.


"Just a trifling five thousand cavalry dares to come so deep into the plateau. They're seeking death!


"Pass on my order! Gather all the troops and prepare for battle!"


Dayan Pugyal's pupils constricted as he gave the order to get ready.


Although Zhangzhung was a recruit training camp, there were more than twenty thousand soldiers gathered here, and a significant portion of this were the formidable Qinghai Soldiers!


No matter who these people were or how they had avoided the defenses, if they believed that they could deal with Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp with just five thousand soldiers, then they had lost their minds!


He would let them know why the Tibetans were the true masters of the plateau.


Bwooom!


Once Dayan Pugyal gave the order, the long and plaintive yak horns began to blow, resounding over the training camp. The camp quickly came to life, horses galloping as the Tibetan soldiers gathered. War drums banged, and the relaxed Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp began to seethe with killing intent, a fiendish aura beginning to emerge.


Neeeigh! Boomboom! As warhorses neighed and war drums beat, the skies over Tsongkha became fraught with tension, and the smell of war filled the air.
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"Lord Marquis, the Tibetans have discovered us and are quickly forming up!"


On the steppe, Li Siye galloped behind Wang Chong, his gaze cold, his expression as calm and steady as a mountain, as if nothing could ever move him.


"It's fine. Let them form up!"


Wang Chong grinned and raised an arm. Suddenly, the galloping Wushang Cavalry stopped, coming to a complete halt within a single second. All five thousand moved in unison, making no error, as orderly as if they were all part of a single person.


'Strike like fire; be as immovable as a mountain.' In these aspects, Wang Chong's five thousand soldiers were so well-trained that even Fumeng Lingcha's most elite infantry could only sigh in praise.


Bwoooom!


As the mournful horns blew, attracting the attention of Wang Chong's forces, the Tibetans reacted very quickly. In the short time since their birds had discovered Wang Chong's forces, all the Tibetans had formed up, and even those bare-chested blacksmiths had put on armor and joined the ranks. Thousands of Tibetan soldiers, mounted on the renowned highland steeds, were charging toward Wang Chong's forces with a momentum that could knock over mountains, stirring a massive cloud of dust in their wake.


In front of this sea of Tibetan cavalry, the five thousand Wushang seemed like the light of a firefly in the face of the bright moon.


"Milord, the enemy's soldiers far exceed ours!" Li Siye's voice came from the side, tinged with the slightest hint of concern.


"Mm. They do have many more than us," Wang Chong lightly said, but his face showed no change of emotion. Tsongkha's Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp should have had around twenty thousand recruits, and if one added onto that the regular soldiers guarding the camp, this number climbed to twenty-five or twenty-six thousand. In pure numbers, they were five times the size of the Tang force.


In addition, the Tibetans were naturally courageous and pugnacious people, so even though these were recruits, they were not one bit inferior in terms of bravery or strength to regular soldiers of other countries. They could not be thought of as just simple recruits.


Buzz!


The plateau trembled. The Tibetans weren't traveling very fast, but their momentum was frightening.


Gallop!


While Wang Chong's troops quietly waited, a Tibetan horseman suddenly broke out of the ranks and began galloping ahead of the rest.


"Milord, they're sending an emissary!" Zhang Que said.


From the moment he had created the 'eagle team', Zhang Que had been formally registered into the army by Wang Chong and given the duties of both messenger and scout.


"There's nothing to discuss!"


Wang Chong looked at the emissary and sneered. If two armies were of equal strength, they had a custom of sending emissaries to each other. However, although they were called emissaries, they were actually meant to seek out information. The Tibetans still had no idea of the capabilities of the Tang force, nor did they know how the Tang had managed to get onto the plateau.


Wang Chong naturally would not give them this chance.


"Xu Keyi, get ready!"


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Xu Keyi immediately took a large bow from his back. The bow was nearly four fingers wide, and the bowstring was made from a combination of alligator sinews, water buffalo tendons, and metal string, endowing this bow with incredible strength.


Bang!


There was a whistle as the bowstring vibrated. A moment later, a metal arrow four feet long shot through the air like a lightning bolt, swiftly piercing through the Tibetan horseman some several li away. The sharp arrow stabbed through the front of the neck and out the back, the enormous power within it separating the head from the rest of the body.


This sight was so sudden and unexpected that the vast sea of Tibetan cavalry came to a sudden stop.


"Bastard!"


A thunderous roar of fury came from the distance, not in Tibetan, but in the familiar Han language. In front of the sea of Tibetan soldiers, a muscular general riding a red warhorse angrily unsheathed his sword, his eyes fixed on Wang Chong's forces, his body churning with an aura as vast as a mountain.


"Ready! Attack!"


Rumble!


The clattering of metal rang out through the earth. Even from several li away, it was still possible to hear this sound. A dark red Halo of Thorns emerged from that general's body and sank to the ground, forming halo after halo that spread to the rest of the army.


In the blink of an eye, the twenty-thousand-some Tibetan warriors began to exude an intimidating aura, their strength rising to a completely different level.


Bwoooom!


The earth quaked, and the release of that massive halo seemed to be a sort of signal. The plaintive yak horns began to sound from the side of the army, and the vast wave of Tibetans began to move once more, rapidly picking up speed.


In a few seconds, the army of twenty thousand had reached an incredible speed, traveling with the force of an avalanche toward the five thousand Wushang Cavalry.


"Kiiill!"


"Kill them all!"


"Charge!"


Tibetan shouts filled the sky and the neighing of horses shattered the serenity of the plateau. Battle and slaughter seemed to have awakened that desire hidden deep within the Tibetans. The air was fraught with tension as the twenty-seven thousand members of the Zhangzhung Training Camp army surged forward.


The halos that these Tibetans personally cultivated began to emerge, rumbling as they fused together, exploding with such astonishing power that the surrounding air began to blur.


Tsongkha was one of Ü-Tsang's recruit training camps and a target that was liable to be attacked, but this did not mean that Tsongkha was an easy target.


Twenty-seven thousand Tibetan cavalry wearing plate armor was a force powerful enough to make any opponent withdraw their claws and check themselves.


Rumble!


The earth shuddered and dust roiled. The distant fields of grass, subjected to the impact of that distant energy, began to tilt in Wang Chong's direction.


Yet the five thousand Wushang Cavalry remained unmoving in the raging winds, as steady as a mountain.


The distance continued to close, the shuddering growing larger. Ten li, eight li, five li…


"Ready!"


When the distance closed to three li, clang! Cold light flashed as a sharp sword was unsheathed and aimed into the air. In the light of the morning sun, Wang Chong's clothes flapped in the wind as his cold voice resounded over the area.


"Charge!"


Rumble! This order was like a boulder splashing into a lake, stirring countless ripples. The silent mountain of Wushang Cavalry suddenly shot forward like an arrow leaving the bow, leaping out from behind Wang Chong. In that moment, the heavens and earth shuddered in fear.


When these five thousand Wushang Cavalry charged forward with the same movements and the same speed, they produced an aura that could intimidate any opponent.


Neigh!


Amidst the fierce gusts and neighing of horses, the peaceful steppe was suddenly enveloped by the thick clouds of war. The atmosphere was so tense that it was stifling.


"Kiiill!"


Though far outnumbered, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry showed no signs of retreating. These warriors who knew no fear charged straight into the enemy.


One second, two seconds, three seconds…


Time seemed to slow to a crawl, and the earth shook under the hooves of the Wushang Cavalry as if it couldn't take their weight. And the Wushang Cavalry were only getting faster and faster, faster and faster.


Four seconds, five seconds, six seconds…


Churning clouds of dust flew into the sky. A massive hoof rose and then came down, stomping a blade of grass into powder and leaving behind a deep hoofprint, its owner continuing to gallop forward. On the backs of their horses, the Wushang Cavalry were nervous, but they were also determined.


This was the first battle for these newly-trained cavalry, and they were facing an opponent several times their number.


But compared to ordinary soldiers, the five thousand Wushang were far more composed.


Wushang Village was surrounded by steep cliffs and high mountains. To walk amongst them was to travel on the edge of life and death, the slightest misstep resulting in a plunge into an abyss and having their bodies shattered at the bottom. After living for so long in such an environment, the Wushang had a far smaller fear of death than the average person, making them even more suitable for the cruel battlefield.


Seven seconds, eight seconds, nine seconds…


The two sides drew closer and closer, the Tibetans no longer black dots on the horizon. At these distances, it was even possible to make out the details of their armor. Clang! A pitch-black Halo of Thorns suddenly emerged from the body of a Wushang cavalryman, sinking into the ground and completely enveloping him.


There was a second, a third, a fourth… In these few seconds, five thousand pitch-black halos, their edges as sharp as swords, suddenly emerged from the Wushang Cavalry. Their strength instantly swelled, and their auras became much heavier.


Even light seemed to be twisted as it passed through.


Whoosh!


As a black halo swept over the plain, bits of grass flew into the air as if the grass had been cut down.


The Wushang Halo!


The five thousand Wushang Cavalry were finally using that supreme cavalry halo that had awed the world!


Rumble!


The earth quaked and dust seethed as the five thousand Wushang Cavalry grew faster and faster, drawing closer and closer to the twenty-seven thousand Tibetan soldiers.
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"Ready!"


With a shout, Wang Chong finally unleashed his 'Halo of Dusk Stallion'. With a metal clattering, a dark-black halo tinged with red rapidly expanded under Wang Chong's feet, spreading to all the Wushang Cavalry.


Buffed by the Halo of Dusk Stallion, the already formidable Wushang Cavalry instantly became even stronger, their strength, speed, and dexterity all receiving massive boosts.


But this was only the beginning. Buzz! A second Halo of Dusk Stallion emerged from Wang Chong's body to cover the army, and then a third!


The Halo of Dusk Stallion had also grown stronger after the journey to the southwest. As Wang Chong's cultivation level rose from the True Martial realm to the Imperial Martial realm, the halos had increased from one to three.


Three Halos of Dusk Stallion pushed the power of the Wushang Cavalry to an inconceivable level. Most frightening of all was that the five thousand Turkic warhorses seemed to break through some sort of threshold. They shot through the air like they were flying, leaving blurs behind them.


The Wushang Cavalry were currently traveling at double the maximum speed of a normal warhorse.


"Ah!"


As if sensing this change, the Tibetan army began to cry out in alarm.


"What's going on?!"


"How could they be so fast!"


"How did these Tang do it? How could they have such fast horses?"


The Tibetan highland steeds grew up on the plateau and were blessed with a muscular physique, a powerful endurance, and a frightening charge. They were why Ü-Tsang could contend against the Great Tang and intimidate the kingdoms of the Western Regions.


To the Tibetans, the highland steeds definitely ranked amongst the best warhorses in the world. But the Tang, who did not breed warhorses and did not have any good pastures, somehow had warhorses even faster than theirs.


"Ready!"


Just when the Tibetans were falling into minor turmoil, a dignified, calm, and resounding voice echoed through the skies. At this moment, only one person had been able to maintain their calm: the commanding general of Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp, Dayan Pugyal.


His face of steely determination showed no flicker of emotion. From start to finish, his gaze had been locked on the distant Wang Chong.


As the commanding general of Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp, Dayan Pugyal knew the military systems of the surrounding countries like the back of his hand, including Great Tang's. At a glance, he could tell that the youth in the very center was the leader of the Tang army.


Dayan Pugyal did not recall there being such a young cavalry general in the vicinity of Longxi, but there was another person who seemed to match this youth's appearance. However, at a time like this, his exact identity was not important.


"Echelon Formation! Concentrated charge!"


Dayan Pugyal and his red horse stood in the center of the army, and as he waved his sword, the twenty-seven thousand Tibetans shifted.


The speed of the army did not undergo any change, but the soldiers began to separate into layer after layer and close around the center. In the blink of an eye, the training camp cavalry had formed into the famed Tibetan Echelon Formation.


Eight hundred zhang, seven hundred zhang, six hundred zhang…


As the distance grew smaller and smaller, the killing intent grew denser and denser. On the flat plateau, both Tibetan and Wushang could see the individual pieces of armor on their foes, the hairs in the manes of their horses, even the breath coming from their mouths.


Five hundred zhang, four hundred zhang, three hundred zhang…


The air was growing tenser and tenser, and each person felt like the blood in their body was about to freeze. Everyone was looking forward, their eyes locked on their foes.


Two hundred zhang, one hundred zhang, fifty zhang!


"Kill!"


All the soldiers, whether Tibetan or Wushang, raised their weapons and gave a heaven-shattering roar.


At this moment, the atmosphere was saturated with killing intent. For the Tibetans and Wushang, fifty zhang was a distance that could be covered in mere seconds.


This distance was continuing to shrink. Thirty zhang, twenty zhang, ten zhang…


Rumble!


With an earth-shaking boom, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry clashed against the twenty-seven thousand Tibetans in Echelon Formation like two massive beasts ramming into each other.


At this moment, the whinnies of warhorses, the crashes and thuds, the clashing of swords and scimitars, and the screams from soldiers on both sides mixed into a single din.


Surprisingly, the valiant Tibetans lasted for only a few moments before the five thousand Wushang punched through the first echelon.


All the Tibetan cavalry in front of the Wushang were cut down, the warriors cleaved in two. In this land far from the Central Plains, Wang Chong's five thousand Wushang Cavalry debuted their oppressive and crushing strength.


Many of the Tibetan cavalry failed to get close before being cut in two by the peerlessly sharp edges of the Halo of Dusk Stallion.


"Don't panic! Hold the formation!"


"Charge in from the sides!"


The panicked shouts of the Tibetan officers rang out over the battlefield, but there was no time for them to adjust their tactics. Boom! The five thousand Wushang Cavalry punched through the second echelon, then the third, the fourth…


In front of the Wushang Cavalry, the Tibetan attacks and defenses might as well have been made of paper. None of the Tibetan cavalry could stop Wang Chong's army for even a moment.


Neeeigh! Horses reared up in fright. In a few short moments, the Tibetan losses had reached an astonishing number. Three thousand, four thousand, five thousand…


"How could this be? How could they possess such a formidable strength!"


Even Dayan Pugyal paled at this sight.


The Tibetans were renowned across the world for their ferocity in battle, and there had never been a force like this Tang cavalry before him, possessing such a frightening strength.


The Echelon Formation came in wave after wave, like the ceaseless tide. In the past, the Echelon Formation had always succeeded in stopping a charge, eventually bringing the speed of the enemy down to zero.


In this open plain, cavalry without speed was doomed. But this Tang cavalry had pierced through ten-some echelons now, yet showed no signs of slowing.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


"Ah!"


The sounds of heavy collisions could be heard as more and more Tibetan cavalry were killed and their formation was thrown into chaos. If one looked down from the sky, one could see that Wang Chong's forces had completely punched through the army of twenty-seven thousand Tibetans.


"Cutting Formation!"


The moment the five thousand Wushang Cavalry had punched through, Wang Chong waved his sword and gave another order. Boom! While still traveling at extreme speeds, the Wushang Cavalry suddenly turned around, maintaining their speed.


Gallop!


In a stomping of hooves, the five thousand cavalry suddenly adopted a completely different tactic. The army had suddenly divided itself into many small squads that began to stab into the sides of the Tibetan army, weaving and intersecting with each other.


Buffed by the three Halos of Dusk Stallion, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry had reached a monstrous speed. In a few seconds, they had once more caught up to the Tibetan army.


These Tibetans had started off charging toward Wang Chong's army, but carried on by the inertia of their charge, they were now being attacked in the rear. The army instantly fell into chaos.


Boom! Countless warhorses whinnied as they fell. Wang Chong's forces were moving far faster than they were.


"Ah! They're coming from the rear!"


"Run, run!"


"What sort of army is this?"


"How could cavalry be this fast?"


All the Tibetans were stunned by this Tang army. In their experience, even cavalry had a limit to their speed, yet this Tang army seemed to be shattering this limit.


There had never been an army like this, charging at high speeds through their formation and then turning around and swiftly catching up to them. It was like they were completely unaffected by inertia.


This had completely overturned their understanding of cavalry.


Flee!


This was the only thought left in the minds of the Tibetans.


Rumble! The Tibetan rear was in complete disorder, and this was only the beginning. Their sharp weapons slicing through flesh and armor, Wang Chong's five thousand soldiers had divided into fifty groups, fifty snakes crisscrossing the Tibetan army at high speeds.


Not even plate armor could resist this enormous strength. Although the armor was externally unharmed, the internal organs within were pulverized by the impact.


The power of cavalry, the power of the high-speed charge, and the power of the halos—these three powers had layered over each other into a strength that no ordinary person could imagine.


The Wushang Cavalry were simply rolling over the Tibetans.


Six thousand, seven thousand, eight thousand!


Wang Chong's five thousand had completely shattered the Tibetans. Only five minutes had passed, yet the twenty-seven thousand Tibetans had already lost more than eight thousand of their number, and this number was continuing to rise like a snowball rolling down a hill.


All the Tibetans showed a deep fear and panic in their eyes. The number of deaths was truly too astonishing, and the power of this Tang army had exceeded their most terrifying nightmares.


"Bastard!"


In an area a hundred-some zhang from where the Tibetan formation had been punched through, Dayan Pugyal's entire body was trembling, his eyes red. During the first clash, he had intended to rely on his overwhelming numbers and the charge of the Echelon Formation to block the enemy. After that, he would have his forces wrap around from both sides and exterminate the five thousand Tang.


But he hadn't expected the Tang to pierce through his entire formation, and they were traveling at such frightening speeds that his two flanks were unable to wrap around them.
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"Gather the Qinghai Soldiers! Deal with these enemies in a single exchange!"


Flames of anger seethed in Dayan Pugyal's eyes, fueled by the deaths of more than eight thousand Tibetan warriors. No soldier of any people could act so wantonly on the Tibetan Plateau, especially the primarily-infantry Tang.


No matter who these people were, if they thought to show off their strength by defeating these recruits and crisscross the plateau without fear, then they were gravely mistaken.


He would let them know what it meant to be a true overlord of the plateau!


Rumble! Following Dayan Pugyal's order, a change immediately occurred in the remaining twenty thousand Tibetan cavalry. As if anticipating something, the recruits swiftly retreated to the sides.


Behind them, a storm of energy was rapidly advancing in a cloud of dust. In the blink of an eye, a force of around seven thousand soldiers, all of muscular and doughty constitution, rode out.


Unlike the other Tibetan recruits, who wore semi-finished suits of armor or even just a few pieces, these soldiers were equipped with the full suit of regular plate armor.


But in terms of quality, the dark red armor these soldiers wore was even better than those worn by regular soldiers. None of the other recruits received this sort of treatment.


Their most unique trait, however, was on their foreheads. In the center of each of their foreheads, right between the eyebrows, was a white symbol the size of a thumb.


The seven thousand red-armored soldiers seethed with killing intent as they galloped toward Dayan Pugyal.


'Qinghai'!


In Tibetan1, the word 'Qinghai' had been written on the chests of the red-armored soldiers.




The Qinghai Soldiers!


This was the strongest force in the Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp, the troops that Dayan Mangban had desired in his letter.


The Qinghai Soldiers were different from the White Braves, and different from all the other soldiers of Ü-Tsang. They were not elites chosen from the Four Royal Lineages, but soldiers selected from the area around the Qinghai.


The Qinghai had always been one of the sources of the Ü-Tsang Empire's best soldiers. The soldiers there were particularly strong and gifted, on a completely different level of cultivation and martial arts. They were much faster and achieved far more than ordinary soldiers.


The soldiers of Qinghai had always served as the source for all of Ü-Tsang's elite cavalry and guards for its generals.


And the 'Qinghai Soldiers' were even more special, because they were the best of the best of the soldiers from Qinghai. The number of soldiers in total that came from Qinghai was already very small, and seven thousand Qinghai Soldiers was already the limit.


It was only by distinguishing himself through his decades of training recruits that Dayan Pugyal had been selected by the Tsenpo to train these seven thousand Qinghai Soldiers.


Dayan Pugyal treated them with great care. Although they were still in training, he had fully equipped them with everything a normal soldier should have.


Soldiers were trained for a thousand days to be used in a single moment, and for these seven thousand Qinghai Soldiers, that moment was now.


"All soldiers, hear my order! Follow me and kill the Tang."


Dayan Pugyal led the charge, leaping toward Wang Chong's forces.


Meanwhile, Wang Chong's forces were still sweeping through the Tibetans and throwing them into disarray. The Tibetans were constantly attempting to regroup and launch a counterattack, but all their efforts were futile. Wang Chong's Cutting Formation gave no chance for the Tibetans to regroup, instantly scattering any attempts.


Wushang Village was the source of the Great Tang's strongest soldiers. All the Wushang were far stronger than ordinary soldiers, and the vast majority of them were near the Profound Martial realm. Coupled with the buffs of the Wushang Halo and the Halo of Dusk Stallion, the Wushang Cavalry were heads and shoulders above these Tibetan soldiers.


Even the Tibetan regular army would find it difficult to hold the line, much less these recruits who were still in training.


Rumble! Group after group of Tibetans fell. Buzz! As the Wushang Cavalry continued to beat down their foes, they suddenly felt something strange.


Wang Chong immediately turned his head. To his left, the Tibetan general on his striking red horse was charging toward him in a cloud of dust. Behind him were thousands of Tibetan cavalry wearing dark red armor, roaring and charging with a heaven-crushing momentum.


These red-armored Tibetans were particularly striking amidst the regular black-armored Tibetans.


The Qinghai Soldiers!


Upon seeing the white symbols on their foreheads, Wang Chong immediately recognized them. Unlike the White Braves, Wang Chong had seen the Qinghai Soldiers. The range of their activities had included both Qixi and Longxi, and though he had only gotten a brief glimpse, they had left an extremely deep impression.


Although these Qinghai Soldiers were not those mighty soldiers that had been tempered and baptized in the fires of war, they were clearly showing the signs.


Ü-Tsang had three elite fighting forces. Each one was capable of doing incredible damage, and on the battlefield, each was capable of deciding victory or defeat.


The Qinghai Soldiers had been active over such a large area that in the waning days of the Great Tang, they had dealt immense damage to the Great Tang. But he had reincarnated, and while the renowned Wushang Cavalry had reappeared, the Qinghai Soldiers were still in their nascent stage.


Since he had the chance, Wang Chong would not permit the Qinghai Soldiers to wreak havoc across the world and harm the Great Tang.


"Ten thousand streams return to the source!"


The moment he saw the Qinghai Soldiers, Wang Chong immediately gave the order. His fifty groups of one hundred that had been madly weaving and assaulting the Tibetan soldiers suddenly began to gather together. In but a second, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry had somehow formed up while still charging at high speeds.


"Kill!"


"Charge!"


The warhorses galloped toward each other, the clash coming much faster than expected. There was a heaven-shaking boom as these two elite cavalry forces rammed into each other like enormous beasts.


Boom!


As the two forces clashed, a massive white Halo of Thorns, different from any other kind of halo, burst out from under Wang Chong's feet with a metal clatter and expanded like a hurricane to cover the entire battlefield.


Unlike his other halo, this milky-white Halo of Thorns did not attach itself to his own soldiers, but to the Tibetans.


There was a flash of light as milky-white halos appeared at the feet of all the Tibetan soldiers. With the appearance of these thousands of halos, all the Tibetans, including the Qinghai Soldiers, experienced a rapid plunge in strength.


"Not good!"


Dayan Pugyal was stunned by this sight. His determined Qinghai Soldiers had paled as well, their composure and confidence instantly evaporating.


A single stone could cause a thousand ripples, and this massive shock caused a slight turmoil amongst the seven thousand Qinghai Soldiers. A few Qinghai Soldiers, noticing the change in their bodies, instinctively slowed, but the cavalry behind them maintained their high speed, producing a contradiction.


Horses whinnied and neighed as hundreds of Qinghai Soldiers crashed into each other. Under the force of inertia, the soldiers were thrown from their mounts and to the ground, amidst galloping hooves of charging horses.


But this was only the beginning. The Wushang Cavalry bellowed, their orderly formation immovable as a mountain and as aggressive as fire as it cleaved into the Qinghai Soldiers.


Rumble!


There were no fancy techniques and no retreat. A Wushang cavalryman fiercely crashed into a Qinghai Soldier, and though this was flesh against flesh, it sounded like a mountain toppling. Bang! The red-armored Qinghai Soldier was thrown into the sky.


The Qinghai Soldiers originally could have fought a battle with Wang Chong's Wushang Cavalry, but with the Bane of the Battlefield weakening all of them by several tiers, they were now simply no match.


Thudthudthud!


The Wushang Cavalry continued to surge forward, and the crashes, clattering, whinnies, and screams mixed together into an unending cacophony. In this clash, the future-renowned Qinghai Soldiers instantly crumbled, their muscular highland steeds falling as they were routed.


"Bastard!"


The most shocked and furious of all at this moment was Dayan Pugyal. The Qinghai Soldiers were the strongest force in the Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp, in all of Tsongkha, and they were to be one of Ü-Tsang's strongest forces in the future.


Their strength was far higher than the normal soldier.


He had never expected that not even the Qinghai Soldiers could stop these Tang. When had a normal army of the Great Tang become so formidable?


"Just who are you all?"


His furious bellows shaking the heavens, Dayan Pugyal flourished his scimitar and began charging to the head of the Wushang Cavalry formation. Rumble! A bright wave of energy instantly began to explode from his body.


This wave of energy rapidly expanded, spreading to cover an area with a radius of several hundred zhang.


Neigh!


"Ah!"


Horses whinnied and people screamed. In a radius of one hundred zhang, the Wushang Cavalry were sent flying for ten-some zhang before crashing to the ground.


Buzz!


Wang Chong's face flickered as he sensed the wave of energy. Turning his head, Wang Chong immediately saw that stalwart Tibetan general riding a red warhorse, his gaze chilling, his face determined. He appeared like an invincible demon god of the underworld, barring his army's path.

______________
1. In Tibetan, the name for Qinghai Lake is apparently 'Tso Ngonpo', or 'Teal Sea'.↩
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The general's intervention had instantly altered the course of this battle. Wang Chong's Wushang Cavalry had initially been charging through the Tibetans as if cleaving through bamboo, but this Tibetan general had put a stop to that, immediately dealing them a setback. Not only that, the Tibetan cavalry were clearly beginning to rally, gathering behind him to form a new line of battle.


"Hmph, Dayan Pugyal!"


Wang Chong's gaze chilled, his gaze passing over that red highland steed as he instantly recognized the general. If everything was as expected, then the highest commander of Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp should be 'Dayan Pugyal'.


Like Dayan Mangban, he came from Ü-Tsang's renowned Dayan Clan.


If one said that Dayan Mangban was Ü-Tsang's Asura, a 'mad dog' or 'venomous snake' to be used against the surrounding countries, then Dayan Pugyal was Ü-Tsang's 'source of vitality'.


In Dayan Pugyal's decades presiding over Zhangzhung, he had trained countless soldiers for the Ü-Tsang Empire. Batch after batch of herdsmen, ordinary Tibetans, and tribal warriors entered this camp and were trained by Dayan Pugyal into the fierce and valiant Tibetan cavalry that made all the surrounding countries tremble in fear.


It was precisely the existence of Dayan Pugyal that allowed a madman like Dayan Mangban to crazily pursue his conquests without fear of consequence.


Dayan Pugyal had been managing this training camp for a very long time. Based on the information Wang Chong had in hand, this general had begun to preside over Zhangzhung in the era of Great Tang War God Wang Zhongsi, even before Geshu Han had made his name.


Many of the soldiers that Wang Zhongsi had battled against in Longxi had been trained by this man.


In Ü-Tsang, these two cousins, Dayan Mangban and Dayan Pugyal, were often called the 'Two Heroes of Dayan'. Although Dayan Pugyal rarely headed to the front lines or took part in battle, he was no less of a threat than Dayan Mangban. From a certain perspective, he was an even greater threat.


"Since I've run into you, then… I might as well just kill you!"


Wang Chong's pupils constricted and his eyes instantly began to explode with killing intent.


Dayan Pugyal was extremely powerful. From his attack just now, although he was not as formidable as Dayan Mangban, he was at least at the Saint Martial realm, stronger than Wang Chong. At any other time, Wang Chong was truly not necessarily a match for him, but now that he had his five thousand formidable Wushang Cavalry, everything was different.


"Cutting Formation!"


With Wang Chong's order, the Wushang Cavalry elegantly scattered, once more dividing into the fifty hundred-man groups. Each of these groups was like a chain that ripped into the Tibetan army.


Their adjustment was so fast, their strength so formidable, and their cooperation so superb that even Dayan Pugyal couldn't help but widen his eyes. He had been training the soldiers of the plateau for decades and had seen all levels of soldiers. But not even the strongest of the soldiers he had trained could be so well-trained as this, working with such superb cooperation and discipline… This level of soldier was not something any normal commander or military camp could produce.


If he had not seen it for himself, he would have found it very difficult to imagine that there was an even more capable trainer of soldiers than him, and this person would be a Tang, from a people who did not emphasize cavalry!


But it took only a moment for Dayan Pugyal to regain his composure.


"Die for me!"


With a chilling gaze, Dayan Pugyal waved his scimitar in Wang Chong's direction. He could already see that this seventeen-year-old youth was the commander of this strange group of Tang cavalry. If he could just kill him, the Tang would naturally collapse and the crisis would be averted.


Neigh!


His warhorse neighed as Dayan Pugyal became one with it, lunging forward like a celestial dragon toward Wang Chong.


"Hmph!"


On the other side, Wang Chong looked on with cold eyes and sneered. Slap! Patting his warhorse, he turned around and also became one with it, blurring into a straight line as he charged toward Dayan Pugyal.


"Kiiill!"


A cry shook the heavens, Wang Chong pointing his sword at Dayan Pugyal as he gave the final order to charge.


Rumble!


Neigh!


The two commanding generals were travelling at such high speeds that the distance between them instantly shrank to nothing. There was a massive boom as the two figures leapt into the air and clashed.


At the moment of collision, Wang Chong's body suddenly flashed, the radiance spreading out from Wang Chong's feet and attaching itself to Dayan Pugyal.


Dayan Pugyal's strength immediately dropped. Even someone as determined, composed, and steady as Dayan Pugyal couldn't help but pale at this moment.


The Martial General Halo! In this clash, Wang Chong had chosen without hesitation to unleash the powerful halo he had obtained from the Stone of Destiny.


Rumble!


The earth quaked and the heavens shuddered. As countless soldiers watched, a dazzling light, like a sun descending upon the mortal world, exploded from the point of collision, rapidly expanding outward.


Whoosh! A fierce wind and intense Stellar Energy ripped through the area like a hurricane. All the soldiers in this area, whether they were ordinary Tibetans, Wushang Cavalry, or Qinghai Soldiers, were sent flying.


"Run!"


"Danger!"


In front of these two commanders, the clash of the two strongest experts on the field, all the soldiers fearfully began to flee. Dayan Pugyal was an expert at Tier 3 or 4 of the Saint Martial realm, but even all his years in Tsongkha, this was the first time his soldiers were seeing his power.


As for the Great Tang youth…


Although no one knew where he had come from, that he could go toe-to-toe with Dayan Pugyal was proof enough of his strength. As everyone was fleeing, they all heard an intense cry.


Neeeigh!


A scarlet figure suddenly shot into the sky like a ray of light. Before anyone could react, this figure fiercely slashed at Dayan Pugyal.


Boom! This was a blow from Li Siye that mustered all his power, and even Dayan Pugyal was visibly shocked. Li Siye was strong himself, and he had also borrowed the charging power of a Ferghana horse. At this moment, even someone of Dayan Pugyal's strength found it difficult to cope with both Wang Chong and Li Siye.


Buzz! Dayan Pugyal's Stellar Energy barrier instantly dimmed. But this was only the beginning. More neighing could be heard from all around as the five thousand Wushang Cavalry fighting with the Tibetan army suddenly began to turn around.


The fifty groups of cavalry shot like lightning bolts toward Dayan Pugyal. By the time Dayan Pugyal, Wang Chong, and Li Siye landed, all the Wushang Cavalry had arrived.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


One after another, the Wushang Cavalry charged at Dayan Pugyal.


At this moment, Dayan Pugyal's face was contorted in fear. He wanted to dodge, but it was already too late. When Wang Chong had given the order for his five thousand cavalry to scatter, he had already set their objective as Dayan Pugyal.


Boomboomboom!


Thousands of warhorses flew by him as their riders slashed at Dayan Pugyal. "Aaah!" There was a miserable scream as Dayan Pugyal's Stellar Energy barrier wavered like a candle in the wind. In the blink of an eye, he had dropped from Tier 3 or 4 of the Saint Martial realm to Tier 1 or 2, and then to Tier 8 of the Imperial Martial realm, and then Tier 6…


Boom! A Wootz Steel sword taller than a man stabbed through Dayan Pugyal's body in a single thrust.


And during the entire process, Wang Chong had been using the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art to constantly hold Dayan Pugyal down!


In the end, there was a massive thud as Dayan Pugyal fell backward, his eyes wide open and his arms spread wide. More than half of the Stellar Energy within him flowed into Wang Chong's body.


Dayan Pugyal's body sent dust flying into the air as it crashed down and became motionless. Against the charge of thousands of Profound Martial cavalry and the suppression of Wang Chong and Li Siye, even an elite general like Dayan Pugyal, a Saint Martial expert, had failed to hold on and met his end.


"Let's go!" Wang Chong called out to Li Siye, only glancing at Dayan Pugyal's corpse for a moment before mounting Dayan Pugyal's red highland steed.


Wang Chong's Turkic warhorse had been pulverized just moments ago in that clash of Stellar Energy. Although the high-quality warhorse of the Turkic steppe had a physique that could match the best Arabian horse, it couldn't be compared to the divine steed Dayan Pugyal had received from the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple. It was clear that it was not strong enough to endure a clash of supreme experts.


"Arrow Formation, charge!"


Wang Chong waved his sword and gave another order to charge. Ordinary cavalry after a battle like this would have been in chaos and would have been incapable of forming up so quickly.


But it took only a few seconds for the five thousand Wushang Cavalry to carry out Wang Chong's order, immediately assuming the 'Arrow Formation'. Boom! In a single charge, the Tibetan cavalry that had just reformed were immediately scattered again.


"Aaaaah!"


Screams filled the air, as did the sounds of warhorses crashing against each other, neighing, and the clashing of weapons, all of it forming a discordant symphony. Even when Dayan Pugyal was there, the Tibetan army had still been incapable of stopping the Wushang Cavalry charge, and now that Dayan Pugyal was dead, the remaining Tibetans had lost the buff of his halo and were even less of a match.


The battle on the steppe had instantly turned into a one-sided massacre!
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Buzz!


Wang Chong sat on his horse, watching as the Tibetans crumbled and fled. He quickly looked away, closing his eyes to cultivate.


The blood energy within him was roiling. He had absorbed at least half of Dayan Pugyal's Stellar Energy, and this was Saint Martial Stellar Energy, so he would need seven to eight minutes to fully absorb it and make it his own.


The energy of the Saint Martial realm truly is formidable. Even just being able to kill a Saint Martial realm expert like Dayan Pugyal makes this raid worth it.


As Wang Chong closed his eyes, his mind was at work.


Dayan Pugyal had still been too careless. He had been overconfident in his martial arts but had no understanding of who he was facing. In that era of the great calamity in which many martial arts were mixed together to a high degree, there were far too many methods to deal with powerful commanders on the battlefield.


The 'Cutting Formation' was one of these.


Using the strength of five thousand Wushang Cavalry to bring Dayan Pugyal's Stellar Energy to its lowest and then killing him in a single stroke was a classic example of using the Cutting Formation to kill a powerful foe.


If it had been one of Wang Chong's future opponents, they would naturally know how to use their forces to stop the Cutting Formation, but Dayan Pugyal had had no awareness of this, much less even paid attention to what the Wushang Cavalry were doing. For him to end up dead wasn't surprising at all.


……


"Ah!"


"Don't kill me!"


"I'm willing to surrender!"


Panicked and fearful cries in Tibetan could be heard, but only Wang Chong could understand what they were saying.


Screams filled the air and the stench of blood grew thicker and thicker…


Wang Chong remained unmoving, his eyes closed as he pushed the Halo of Dusk Stallion to its limit. His heart was utterly unaffected by those screams.


These Tibetan recruits of Zhangzhung would eventually become the fiercest and most savage warriors of the plateau, nightmares for the surrounding countries, including the Great Tang.


If his heart was soft now, then in the future, thousands of Great Tang civilians would become ghosts under their iron hooves, so Wang Chong felt no pity.


The galloping of horses and the shouts of soldiers fighting and chasing were interspersed by gusts of wind blowing across the steppe. All throughout, Wang Chong remained where he was. Gradually, the sounds of fighting began to grow softer and softer until they became inaudible.


"Reporting!"


A galloping horse approached, its rider dismounting and kneeling before Wang Chong.


"Lord Marquis, the battle is over. All the Tibetans have been wiped out, with only a few managing to scatter and escape. Lord Xu has already brought some soldiers to pursue them. Does Lord Marquis wish to send more?"


"There's no need!"


Wang Chong waved his hand and opened his eyes.


"Give the signal for withdrawal. Tell General Li and the others to gather the army and get ready to leave."


Dayan Pugyal had been killed and his goal had been achieved. The remaining Tibetan warriors who had fled would only serve as the ideal heralds for his exploits.


This was not the first time the Great Tang had ascended to the Tibetan Plateau, and it would not be the last. Dayan Pugyal and his twenty thousand recruits of Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp would serve as the best warning for the Ü-Tsang Empire. In the future, they would understand that any sort of aggression toward the Great Tang would be biting off more than they could chew, and would only invite the frenzied vengeance of the Great Tang.


"Yes!"


Receiving his orders, the rider quickly mounted his warhorse and left. A few moments later, a horn blared and the five thousand Wushang Cavalry swiftly gathered together. Behind them, stretching into the distance, mountains of corpses and streams of blood fertilized the earth. The corpses of Tibetans and highland steeds could be seen everywhere amidst fallen scimitars and broken black war banners.


Thick smoke and the light of fire could be seen in the distance: the blazing Zhangzhung Training Camp. In a single day, this massive training camp of great fame had become nothing.


"Hyah!"


After one last glance, Wang Chong waved his hand and brought his soldiers away from the Tibetan Plateau, leaving on the path they had arrived on.


The grass on the plateau swayed in the wind, with the corpses and the thick stench of blood serving as the only remaining witnesses to this battle.


Around six hours after Wang Chong's forces had left, the earth began to quake under a stampede of hooves as a large army approached.


"Aaaaah!"


The ruins of Zhangzhung Training Camp, the thousands of dead recruits, and the bodies of the seven thousand red-armored Qinghai Soldiers made the leading Tibetan general raise his head to the heavens and bellow in fury.


Flapflap!


Soon after, thousands of messenger birds took off into the air, flying in every direction. The news of the death of Dayan Pugyal and the destruction of Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp soon spread to the entire plateau, stunning the empire.


"What?!"


The distant royal capital of Ü-Tsang experienced a massive earthquake. Bang! In the incense-shrouded palace, the Tsenpo slapped his desk and stood up.


"Impossible! I don't believe that such a thing could happen! What are Dusong Mangpoje and Huoshu Huicang doing? Several thousand Tang soldiers couldn't possibly kill twenty-seven thousand recruits, and there were even seven thousand Qinghai Soldiers. So many Tang, such a large target, can't possibly have gone unnoticed! Just how did they manage to get by our defenses?"


The Tsenpo's rage was on full display, his entire body trembling from shock. He could accept the loss of the ordinary recruits, but the seven thousand Qinghai Soldiers and Dayan Pugyal were the essence of the empire, the condensed sweat and blood of Ü-Tsang. The Tsenpo found it impossible to accept that they had been wiped out in a single day without any sort of warning.


"Have you found out anything about those Tang?" the Ü-Tsang Imperial Great Minister Dalon Trinling asked. In comparison to the enraged Tsenpo, he had a much more composed expression, but the trembling of his fingers betrayed his agitation.


The shock Dalon Trinling felt at this news was no less than anyone else's, but he was a very calm and steady person who rarely displayed his emotions on his face. However, there was no doubt that the destruction of Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp was a massive blow to the empire.


The Tibetan Plateau soared into the clouds, distancing it from the surrounding countries. It was land gifted by the heavens to the Tibetan people. It had been many years since the Tang had fought their way onto the plateau, and many more since so many Tibetans had died upon it.


It had been more than thirty years since the previous incident.


Even more unacceptable was that still no one knew how the Tang cavalry had managed to avoid the many layers of defense and get so deep into the interior.


"Replying to Great Minister, we've already finished the investigation. According to the survivors from Zhangzhung Training Camp, the attackers numbered around five thousand. Although they didn't have many soldiers, they were extremely powerful."


"Five thousand people?"


Dalon Trinling's face flickered in surprise.


Zhangzhung Training Camp had more than twenty thousand Tibetan cavalry. If the Tang had come with a similar-sized force, then a defeat was somewhat understandable, but if it was only five thousand, then the result was far too incredible.


"Yes. We've asked many survivors and they all gave the same answer. The enemy force was far smaller than ours," reported the general of the force that was first to arrive at Tsongkha. "In addition, we found a letter in Zhangzhung Training Camp. It was hanging from the black war banner of the camp."


"Bring it up!" Dalon Trinling said.


The general quickly stepped forward and respectfully offered the letter with both hands.


Dalon Trinling opened the letter and began to read it. It was written in Han, not Tibetan.


But this naturally wasn't a problem for Dalon Trinling.


'To the people of Ü-Tsang: Those who commit crimes against the Central Plains will be punished, no matter how far away they are. This is how it was in ancient times, and the present is no different. In the battle of Qixi, five thousand Tang were killed and General Pulan slain in battle, and as they say, to not reciprocate would be rude. Today, I stepped onto the plateau and sent a large gift that I hope all of you will happily accept!


'Young Marquis of the Great Tang, Wang Chong'!


When he saw the signature at the end, Dalon Trinling's eyes narrowed and his complexion paled.


He had suspected all sorts of possibilities, like a long-distance raid by Geshu Han or some exceptional force sent by Fumeng Lingcha, but he had never expected to see this name.


Wang Chong!


In Ü-Tsang, more people were paying attention to this name than were focusing on Geshu Han or Fumeng Lingcha, and yet Dalon Trinling had never predicted that he would be the perpetrator!


The war of the southwest had concluded not too long ago and the plague was still troubling the plateau, yet this name had appeared once more on the plateau, and had even succeeded in cutting down one of the Ü-Tsang Empire's most prestigious recruit training centers.


"Bastard!"


Dalon Trinling clenched his fist, his face ashen as killing intent swelled up in his heart.


……


The incident at Tsongkha's Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp was made known throughout all of Ü-Tsang. The distant northern border had received the same news as the royal capital.


This enormous incident brought about the same massive shock as it had in the capital. No! Not only shock, but an extreme anger as well.


"Wang Chong!!!"


As this bellow shook the heavens, a frightening and destructive wave of energy instantly blew apart a black tent.


"General!!"


The surrounding White Braves backed away in fear. After hearing of the death of Dayan Pugyal and the destruction of Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp, all of them knew that their general was currently at his angriest, most frightening, and most dangerous state. After all, the two had shared the surname of 'Dayan' and had come from the Dayan Clan.


"Wang Chong!! I won't let you get away!"


Dayan Mangban stood in the ruins of his tent, his eyes red and seething with a killing intent so intense that the air itself seemed to contort. The air around the tent seemed to blur, and while it was possible to see a black figure standing in the air, it was impossible to clearly make out Dayan Mangban's face.
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The Tsenpo's letter had already reached Dayan Mangban's hands. It was simply the very same letter that Wang Chong had left at Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp, without any additional commentary. 'Five thousand Tang were killed and General Pulan slain'. Others might not understand the meaning of Wang Chong's words, but Dayan Mangban did.


Wasn't the person Wang Chong was referring to in the letter him?


By just giving him the letter, the Tsenpo's meaning was loud and clear. This matter had started because of him, so he was responsible for solving it.


"Wang Chong, I'll definitely make you and that Great Tang of yours regret this!"


Dayan Mangban clutched Wang Chong's letter, his teeth clenched and madness in his eyes. Zhangzhung Training Camp had been destroyed, Dayan Pugyal killed, seven thousand Qinghai Soldiers still in training killed… Even Dayan Mangban's heart was bleeding.


He was particularly grief-stricken by the seven thousand Qinghai Soldiers. If they had completed their training, they would have become an elite Tibetan force on par with his White Braves, but Wang Chong had killed all of them, not letting a single one escape. This had stunned all of Ü-Tsang and was the true reason for Dayan Mangban's madness.


He had only killed one Pulan He and five thousand Qixi soldiers, but Wang Chong had destroyed Zhangzhung Training Camp, killing Dayan Pugyal, seven thousand Qinghai Soldiers, and twenty thousand additional recruits… Such vengeance had completely surpassed his expectations.


Even though Dayan Mangban was often called the Asura of the Battlefield, even though he was a veteran of countless battles, he still found this result difficult to bear.


While he had dealt a heavy wound to the Qixi Protectorate army, Wang Chong had heavily wounded an entire empire!


"Wang Chong, I will kill you. I will definitely kill you!" Dayan Mangban swore through clenched teeth, an indescribable madness and impulsiveness surging through him.


"Pass on my order! Gather the army and prepare to attack the City of Steel!"


"But, Milord, the City of Steel's walls are both tall and sturdy. As cavalry, we do not have enough siege weapons, nor are we suited for attacking a city. In addition… in the last assault, we provoked Qixi Protector-General Fumeng Lingcha. He is currently putting all his strength into defending the Qixi border, and I'm afraid that our strength won't be enough to bypass them."


"So what? If Fumeng Lingcha dares to stop me, then we'll attack Fumeng Lingcha! No matter what, I will have the Great Tang pay the price!!"


Dayan Mangban's voice was a furious bellow by this point.


Fumeng Lingcha was an Imperial Great General of the Great Tang, an existence who stood at the same level as Dusong Mangpoje, and might even be a little stronger in terms of pure strength. Not even Dusong Mangpoje dared to recklessly exchange blows with him, much less a Brigadier General like Dayan Mangban. But Dayan Mangban no longer cared about such things.


Who cared if it was Fumeng Lingcha? If he wanted to kill, he would kill!!


Gallop! A few moments later, Dayan Mangban had mounted his warhorse and rumbled off toward Qixi with his forces.


……


At the same time, in the distant Big Dipper City of Longxi…


"Reporting! Lord Protector-General, there's strange activity on the plateau. We've discovered that the Tibetan armies are moving strangely!" A horseman hurried into Big Dipper City, bearing news that immediately stirred a turmoil within.


"What are the Tibetans up to? The previous battle just concluded. Are they already looking to start a new one?"


The Big Dipper Army had stood sentinel on the Longxi border for many years, in a constant standoff with the Tibetans, so it was extremely sensitive to the movements on the plateau. These strange movements meant only one thing to the Big Dipper Army: another war was about to begin!


The Big Dipper Army didn't fear war. The only thing that infuriated them was that they had just forced back the Tibetans not too long ago, and now they were coming back again. Did the ambition of the Tibetans have no end?


"Milord, let's ready the army and prepare to welcome them!"


"The Tibetans can never learn. This time, we have to give them a savage lesson!"


The Big Dipper Army generals were all infuriated by this news.


"Wait a moment. Don't rashly make conclusions before everything is fully investigated," Geshu Han said with furrowed brow.


Although the movements of the Tibetans instinctively made one think that a new war was about to start, as Longxi Great General, Geshu Han sensed that something wasn't right. Although the Tibetans were a combative people, they would usually only mobilize if they were confident. This time, their Great General We Tadra Khonglo had already withdrawn and no longer had any decisive advantage, and their other Great Generals would fare no better against Geshu Han, so the Tibetans shouldn't have been so impulsive.


"Scout, find out more!" Geshu Han said.


"Yes!"


The scout rider quickly left with his order.


Around an hour later, a new piece of news entered the city, leaving everyone stupefied.


The Ü-Tsang Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp had been destroyed, twenty-seven thousand recruits killed, including the seven thousand elite Qinghai Soldiers, and their commanding general Dayan Pugyal slain in battle, leaving corpses carpeting the ground. It had already been confirmed that it was five thousand Tang that had attacked the camp, and the Tibetans were currently investigating just how the five thousand Tang had managed to get up the plateau!


Let alone the veteran generals of the Big Dipper Army, even Geshu Han was dumbstruck by this news.


As the garrisoned army of Longxi, the Big Dipper Army had a far greater understanding of Ü-Tsang than any of the other armies. Thus, it was deeply aware of the significance of Tsongkha's Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp to Ü-Tsang. There had even been many times when Geshu Han had wanted to launch a raid and destroy Zhangzhung Training Camp, but the large distance and the size of the necessary force made it easy to be discovered and have his retreat cut off… This and various other reasons had forced him to give up on the idea.


After engaging in a round of discussion, simulation, and debate with his veteran officers, Geshu Han finally reached a conclusion.


Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp was not impossible to destroy, but one would need a force of at least thirty thousand soldiers, and at least ten thousand of them had to be cavalry. At the same time, an Imperial Great General like Geshu Han would also have to take part, as the current presiding general of Zhangzhung was Dayan Pugyal, a Saint Martial realm expert, which needed to be dealt with by a Saint Martial realm expert.


But if Dayan Pugyal were to discover that Geshu Han was amongst the army, he would immediately flee. Moreover, the Big Dipper Army, as an army of primarily infantry, simply wouldn't be able to catch him, only sigh and lament. And Dayan Pugyal would definitely create various measures to delay them.


When the time came, the price they would have to pay for attacking Zhangzhung Training Camp would probably be far too high.


In other words, attacking Zhangzhung Training Camp was simply unrealistic.


But now, Zhangzhung Training Camp had been destroyed, and it had been done by a force of five thousand Tang cavalry.


No one was more stunned by this than the Big Dipper Army.


In normal circumstances, the Big Dipper Army would have never believed it. After all, Zhangzhung was very far, so news about it was bound to be unreliable. But the news had come from within Ü-Tsang itself, and the Big Dipper Army had learned the news from a captured Tibetan horseman, so it couldn't be wrong.


After frowning for a while, Geshu Han finally said, "Were they from Qixi?"


"No. The captured Tibetan also didn't know that much, but based on what he said, they were from Wushang!" the kneeling scout said.


Buzz!


The word 'Wushang' was like a giant boulder crashing down from the sky, and all the officers widened their eyes.


"Wushang? How could that be?"


"Perhaps you misheard?"


Their first reaction was denial. They all knew that Wushang had only one person of note and belonged to only one person, and this was someone the Big Dipper Army had had many interactions with. But this person was only a seventeen-year-old youth. How could he have ventured so deep into the interior of Ü-Tsang and killed so many Tibetan cavalry, including seven thousand of the strongest and most elite Qinghai Soldiers?


Crucially, how had he managed to do this without the Big Dipper Army knowing?


The kneeling scout lowered his head and hurriedly said, "There can't be a mistake. The scout on the front is proficient in Tibetan. He can confirm that Wushang was mentioned."


Everyone in the hall, even Geshu Han, fell into a deathly stillness.


Wushang City… Wang Chong… five thousand cavalry… the destruction of Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp…


All these things were far too shocking.


They had all viewed that boy of Wushang with some disdain, none of them expecting that he would be able to accomplish such an astonishing feat!!


This news had given them too great of a shock!


……


"I didn't think that it would be him again!"


In the southwest of the Tibetan Plateau, Huoshu Huicang stood on a prominent cliff, gazing at the turbulent flows of air below, his gaze just as unsettled. The shocking news from Tsongkha had stunned the entire plateau, and he had also received the news. At this moment, no one felt a more complicated mixture of feelings than Huoshu Huicang. He had never expected that so soon after that war had concluded, he would once again be hearing the name 'Wang Chong'.


"It seems like it’s still us who have to bring an end to all this!"


Huoshu Huicang raised his head and sighed. Snatching a scimitar from the top of a pillar-like rock, he strode away.


……


Neigh!


Within Longxi, the area near Heaven Pillar Mountain was bustling with activity. Not caring for the turmoil the incident in Tsongkha was causing on the Tibetan Plateau or in the headquarters of Qixi and Longxi, Wang Chong had chosen to stop and rest near Heaven Pillar Mountain after the battle.


The lush foliage and thick forests near Heaven Pillar Mountain blocked out the sky, so anyone looking down from that plateau soaring four to five thousand meters into the sky would notice nothing.


"What were the losses in the battle? Have you gotten the count?"


Underneath a twenty-some-zhang-tall tree, Wang Chong had gathered his officers.


This was the first expedition of the Wushang Cavalry. Although Wang Chong also regarded the result with great importance, he placed even more importance on the process.
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"In the attack on the Zhangzhung Training Camp, eighty were heavily injured, the majority when Dayan Pugyal sent out that explosive wave of energy	," Xu Keyi said. "In addition, thirty suffered minor wounds and seven were killed. All of them, including those killed, were brought back on the horses. In addition, the heavily injured have already taken the medicine provided by Lord Marquis and are out of danger."


Currently, Xu Keyi was responsible for logistics.


"Lord Marquis, we killed more than twenty thousand people this time, but we only suffered one hundred and ten injuries, and only seven deaths. That's truly incredible."


"That's right! The Wushang are truly powerful warriors!"


Upon hearing this number, the gathered officers couldn't help but sigh in wonder. Given how greatly the forces of Zhangzhung had outnumbered theirs, that they had come away with only a hundred-some casualties was truly unbelievable. If this casualty ratio were told to others, probably no one would believe them.


But when Wang Chong heard this number, he gave an almost imperceptible frown.


This number was larger than he had expected.


Cavalry fought differently from infantry. When two forces of infantry clashed, it wasn't strange for one side to kill one thousand while suffering eight hundred losses. Even an elite force of infantry might suffer grievous casualties in a round of battle. But cavalry were different, as they relied on the power of the collective charge.


Like a sharp knife, once they got into the enemy force, they would inflict massive damage, but the cavalry themselves would suffer few casualties owing to their high speed. Thus, it was perfectly normal that if one pitted ten thousand cavalry against one hundred thousand infantry, the infantry might lose more than half their number while the cavalry losses wouldn't exceed one thousand, perhaps only several hundred.


The Wushang Cavalry had just been trained and had already suffered eighty heavy injuries, thirty light injuries, and seven deaths. These casualties were greater than Wang Chong had expected.


Around him, Xu Keyi, Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, and even Li Siye had sensed Wang Chong's frown. Even someone as composed as Li Siye couldn't help but click his tongue. It appeared that Wang Chong's requirements were even higher than they had thought.


In a battle of five thousand against twenty-seven thousand, they had only suffered a hundred-some casualties, with only seven actual deaths. Even the Great Generals of the border would be envious at this ratio, yet Wang Chong wasn't satisfied.


…I've only been training them for around half a month. It seems like I'll have to step things up. In addition, the production of the Meteoric Metal and Wootz Steel swords has to be hastened. Those two things have to be sent over as quickly as possible, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


The Mamelukes from his last life had each been equipped with a Wootz Steel sword and had been nearly invincible. Alas, when the otherworldly invaders attacked and the Abbasid Caliphate was vanquished, those ten thousand Wootz Steel swords were lost. Thus, even in the end-stages of the world, Wang Chong's Wushang Cavalry did not have those invincible Wootz Steel swords to use.


But now, everything was different. Wang Chong could not only provide all his Wushang Cavalry with Wootz Steel swords, he could even equip them with the 'Meteoric Metal' armor, many times sturdier than the Tibetan plate armor. The Wushang Cavalry would be raised to an unprecedented level, even stronger than the supreme Wushang Cavalry of his last life.


But it was precisely for this reason that Wang Chong regarded this force with such importance. After all, the people in Wushang Village were limited, and each death was one that could not be replaced. These were the elite of the elite, and it wasn't excessive for Wang Chong to view them with this much importance.


Cousin left around three months ago, and he was sailing with the monsoon winds. Based on this, it should be about another month until he returns.


As he thought about his older cousin Wang Liang, a bright light appeared in Wang Chong's eyes.


On his first voyage, Wang Liang had been tempered, experiencing the fickleness of the human mind and the dangers of various environments as he journeyed across the seas in search of those islands holding Meteoric Metal, wasting several months. But with the experience gained from his first success, aided by those practiced sailors, he was now in a completely different situation.


At the very least, he would not have to experience all the dangers and obstructions of the first voyage, nor would he need almost half a year. By using the monsoon winds on both the voyage there and back, he would need only around four months.


I'm truly looking forward to it! Wang Chong excitedly said to himself.


With the feedback from the first voyage, Wang Chong had invested even more on the second, dispatching Wang Liang with an even larger group. This also meant that more Meteoric Metal could be brought back, much more than from the first voyage.


Wang Chong's mind was occupied with these thoughts for only a few moments before he regained his composure.


"That's right; after descending from the plateau, what is the situation of the army? Have you checked?" Wang Chong said, glancing at Xu Keyi.


At this question, all the officers slightly paled.


Before Xu Keyi could say anything, Cheng Sanyuan butted in. "Of the five thousand, more than one thousand are suffering from diarrhea. In addition, around three hundred have a light fever. The rest of the soldiers only feel a mild discomfort."


It was actually rather strange. These symptoms had not appeared while on the plateau, but once they descended, the five thousand soldiers began to suffer from various adverse reactions.


Cheng Sanyuan and Xu Keyi had already spent a very long time discussing this problem worriedly with the other officers.


Everyone said that the Tibetan Plateau was a blessed land bestowed by the heavens to the Tibetans. In the past, Cheng Sanyuan and the others had never put much stock in this phrase, even snorting in disdain whenever it was brought up. But none of them dared to think this now.


They had all witnessed the strength of the Wushang Cavalry, but if even they ended up like this after venturing onto the plateau, then one could only imagine what would happen to ordinary soldiers.


"Lord Marquis, is this altitude sickness?" Li Siye said, staring at Wang Chong.


With all the time he had spent with Wang Chong, he knew a little.




"Mm." Wang Chong nodded, a hint of worry in his eyes.


Altitude sickness truly was a very big problem. This also had to do with the fact that after exterminating Zhangzhung Training Camp, he had quickly given the order to retreat.


The Wushang villagers spent every day traversing the mountains, and their physique surpassed that of ordinary people in many aspects. Wang Chong had originally believed that they wouldn't suffer any serious problems, but it now appeared that he had deeply underestimated the severity of altitude sickness.


The Tibetan Plateau was said to be a land blessed by the heavens, and it was also said that anyone who invaded this plateau would be cursed. By relying on this formidable natural barrier, the plateau's inhabitants could naturally attack and withdraw as needed, constantly disturbing and attacking the surrounding countries.


"Lord Marquis, the plateau truly is the domain of the Tibetans. It appears that it will be very difficult for us to stay for extended periods on the plateau."


Xu Keyi, Cheng Sanyuan, and the other officers all looked concerned.


Wang Chong said nothing.


When altitude sickness became serious, it would truly make one's breathing slow, even lead to death. In comparison to this grave result, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry had actually gotten off lightly.


However, no matter how serious the altitude sickness was, it was still a high mountain that Wang Chong needed to scale.


It seems like I'll have to bring that item up on the agenda, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


In this era, most people still felt an ignorant and blind respect toward altitude sickness. Even the aggressive Turks felt a deep respect for the plateau.


But Wang Chong knew that there were ways to deal with and overcome altitude sickness.


This matter needed to be carried out secretly. Otherwise, if too many people found out, it would definitely have a negative effect.


"We'll rest here for a few days before returning to the City of Steel," Wang Chong said.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!" the officers all deferentially replied.


……


After resting for a few days at Heaven Pillar Mountain, the army journeyed back to the City of Steel. Immediately after getting back, Wang Chong summoned the steward that Yang Hongchang had sent to the City of Steel.


"Lord Marquis!"


The old steward stepped into the reception hall and gave Wang Chong a respectful bow.


"Steward Yang, notify your patriarch to buy some things for me in the Western Regions."


Wang Chong was seated in an armchair, his palm holding a white porcelain cup, his other hand using the lid of the cup to lightly clear away the foam on the tea.


"What is it that Lord Marquis requires? As long as our Yang Clan can get it, we'll make any sacrifice to do so!" the old steward sternly said.


"There's no need to be so serious. I just need your patriarch to buy a small thing." Wang Chong went straight to the point. "It's a little red flower that grows on the Tibetan Plateau called roseroot."


"Roseroot?"


The old steward frowned, a confused look in his eyes.


He often travelled the Western Regions and knew the area like the back of his hand, but he had never heard of anything like roseroot.


"Lord Marquis, forgive me for being ignorant, but based on what I know, no one in the Western Regions sells this 'roseroot' you speak of."


The old steward had dipped into the field of herbs, and the Yang Clan had been in the business, but he had no recollection of any such flower. Admittedly, Ü-Tsang did not sell many things to the Western Regions, but if there was something like this roseroot, he would definitely have remembered it.


"Haha, if no one's selling it, that's even better. Have your patriarch begin to inquire about purchasing them. That little red flower is a wildflower very common on the plateau. Have your patriarch ask the Arabs to buy it for him. Tell the Arabs that it's to feed the horses to make them defecate more easily."


As Wang Chong spoke, he opened a drawer and took out a sheet of paper, handing it to the steward.


"I've already drawn what roseroot looks like. If your patriarch buys something that matches the drawing, he won't go wrong."


"Understood, Lord Marquis. I will do so."


The old steward quickly left with the drawing. With the drawing of roseroot, everything would be much simpler. With the power the Yang Clan had built up through its many years in the Western Regions, it would definitely find this flower for Wang Chong, even if it had to dig deep into the ground.


After watching the old steward leave, Wang Chong half-closed his eyes and took a sip of tea, leaning back in thought. "After all this time, still no one knows about roseroot. That's truly surprising."


The Tibetan Plateau was a natural barrier that protected the Ü-Tsang Empire. The people from any other empire that entered that place would suffer a significant reduction in strength. This included the Arabs and their mighty Mamelukes.


But this natural barrier was not impossible to attack, and this roseroot was one of the ways.
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Who could have imagined that a little red wildflower that grew all across the plateau was actually able to help a warrior increase their lung capacity and the vitality and adaptability of their cells, allowing one to live on the plateau like the Tibetans?


But the only person who knew of this method at the moment was Wang Chong.


If the Tibetans were to know of this, they would definitely do their utmost to eradicate the roseroot, and it wasn't like such a thing hadn't happened before. This was why Wang Chong was attempting to keep it a secret, even have Yang Hongchang work through the Arabs to buy them.


With profit, there would be drive. Although no one was trading in roseroot right now, once Yang Hongchang began to buy it in large quantities, a large quantity would begin to appear in the market.


And it would definitely be the Tibetans who would be collecting and selling the roseroot. Not even if one beat them to death would they ever imagine that Wang Chong was buying these things so that he could deal with them.


Everything else is ready. The only thing lacking is the east wind1! It's about time to move on to the next part of the plan!




Wang Chong put down his tea cup, his right index finger lightly knocking against the table as a profound light flashed in his eyes.


"Zhang Que!" Wang Chong shouted out the door.


"Lord Marquis, this lowly person is here!"


A small and thin figure quickly strode in with a rock eagle perched on his shoulder. He had apparently been waiting outside the reception hall for a long time.


"Do you still remember the plan I spoke to you about before? Take your eagle team and go check things out. I need to know of any sign of activity in that place as soon as possible, especially if any Tibetans show up there," Wang Chong said.


"Understood! Lord Marquis, be at ease! This lowly one will definitely fulfill his mission."


Zhang Que was itching to go, his face brimming with excitement. After giving a bow, Zhang Que took off. Wang Chong was regarding him with more and more importance, and gentlemen were willing to die for their bosom friends. Thus, Zhang Que was more proactive toward a mission from Wang Chong than any other person.


……


Time slowly passed, and the entire City of Steel once more fell into peace and quiet. A few short conflicts occurred on the Ü-Tsang border with Qixi, but after that, everything returned to its usual serenity.


In the northwest region, everyone was keeping their eye on Ü-Tsang, Qixi, and Wushang, but meanwhile, in the northeast corner of the plateau, the place closest to Wushang upon descending the plateau, several figures had appeared and were silently measuring up the area.


"Team Leader, is this the place Lord Marquis asked us to survey?"


A member of the eagle team looked up at the plateau. Frankly speaking, there was nothing here besides steep cliffs. They couldn't even see any Tibetan cavalry.




"Mm." Zhang Que nodded.


"But what's so special about this place? I can't even see any Tibetan cavalry, so what are we here to look at?" another member of the eagle team asked.




"Hey."


Upon hearing these words, Zhang Que finally turned his head and glared at his companion.


"In the entire world, there's not a single person who dares to doubt Lord Marquis like this. The last people who did this were Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan, and you saw how they ended up. Not long ago, there was also Dayan Mangban, but in the end, Lord Marquis killed his cousin Dayan Pugyal and even destroyed Zhangzhung Training Camp.


"In the entire northwest of the empire, even one of the Lord Marquis's farts would probably cause the empire's Protector-Generals and Great Generals, as well as the Tibetan Great Generals, to research its meaning for half a day. No one can keep up with Lord Marquis's train of thought. At the very least, I would not dare to question Lord Marquis's decisions."


Zhang Que's words embarrassed the team member behind him, who immediately shut up.


A somewhat more quick-witted eagle team member nudged Zhang Que's arm and fawningly said, "Team Leader, you're the closest to Lord Marquis, almost like brothers with him. What have we come here to do?"


Whether it was in the Great Tang's capital or in the empire's northwest, everyone knew of the Young Marquis's incredible intelligence and extremely farsighted plans.


While his actions seemed very ordinary at first, future events would prove that they all had clear goals, and were decisions made after long and careful thought.


It was such that within the City of Steel, many people would speculate on what the Lord Marquis would do next on their breaks.




"This…"


Zhang Que immediately began to hesitate.


"Team Leader, just tell us."


"Right, hurry and tell us."


Seeing the situation, the other members of the eagle team quickly began to urge him on.


"This–whatever. This is just my speculation, so you better not tell anyone else."


Zhang Que hesitated for a long time, but he was ultimately unable to resist the exhortations.


"Carefully look at this area. Doesn't it seem like a large triangle? When Lord Marquis fights a battle, he never makes a meaningless decision. If you dispatch some people to the top of that triangle, they'll be in an easily defensible position. The Tibetans can attack us through here at any time, and if they can't beat us, they'll just retreat, but we'll find it very hard to attack them up there. This is the steep cliffs all of you are talking about."


Zhang Que was no chick. He had spent many years at Old Eagle's side and listened to many of the stories about Wang Chong. He understood many things about the battlefield, and after joining Wang Chong on an expedition, he had an even greater understanding of military affairs.


If Wang Chong had heard Zhang Que's words, he would definitely be stupefied, because this was exactly what he had been thinking.


"But even that will be useless. If Lord Marquis occupies this place, he won't be able to hold it. Or is Lord Marquis planning to build a fort here?" one of the members said.


"Precisely—even occupying this place will be useless. And besides, it's flat ground up there, perfect for Tibetan warhorses to charge, while our backs would be to a cliff. Wouldn't that be certain death?" another member of the eagle team asked.


"This… I don't know. Lord Marquis definitely has a reason for his actions. How could we possibly guess at them?" Zhang Que said.


"We should quickly surveil the area and report back to Lord Marquis. If we delay Lord Marquis's plans, none of us will be able to bear the responsibility."


At these words, all the members tensed up and ceased any thoughts of playing around.


Creee!


In a few moments, various birds took off from their shoulders and arms, into the skies.


……


Boom!


Hammer after hammer smashed down on the red-hot iron, sending sparks flying and smoke billowing. If one looked around, one would see blacksmiths with bare arms and sweat dripping down their backs smashing down their hammers.


"Hurry!


"Everyone, put your backs into it! The people in the capital have already asked us to hurry up three times.


"This is a big customer here, the Son of Heaven's disciple. If we mess this up, Lady Xu in the capital won't forgive us! She won't be looking for us in the future."


The Great Tang's Jiangnan West Circuit, Hong Province. A supervisor holding a whip was walking past the furnaces, admonishing his subordinates.


(TN: The Tang Dynasty divided its administration into three levels: the circuit, the province/prefecture, and the county.)


Flap flap!


A messenger bird suddenly descended, drawing the supervisor's attention. Taking the letter from the bamboo tube, he glanced at it and immediately paled.


"Everyone, faster! Lady Xu has now sent a fourth letter asking us to hurry up. If we don't produce twenty steel boards today, none of you should think about sleeping!"


The supervisor snapped his whip in the air. After making a few more rounds of the sword shop, he strode out.


After leaving the sword shop, he walked to the main gate. Two stone lions stood sentinel there, and in front of the lions, rows of carriages were parked, apparently waiting for something.


The supervisor rushed up to the team leader seated on the first carriage and asked, "Have all the modules been loaded?"


"They're all loaded. We can leave at any time," the middle-aged and aloof leader sternly said.


A few months ago, no one would have known what this 'module' was or what it meant. Now, however, everyone related to forging and smithing in the Jiangnan West Circuit knew of it and commonly used it.


There was probably no sword shop, sword smith, or sword-smithing clan that didn't know of the word.


"Okay, then set off. We definitely don't want to cause any delay to the Young Marquis. If something happens, we won't be able to take the consequences," the supervisor grimly said. "We rarely get such big customers, and the clan is regarding this matter with utmost importance. We can't allow any mistakes."


"Steward, be at ease. The clan has already dispatched sixty good people. There won't be a problem."


The stern team leader quickly gave the order to set off. "Hyah!" With a shout and the crack of a whip, the convoy rumbled off.


Neigh!


The cries of horses echoed through the sky. As the convoy from the Zhang Clan set off, others quickly followed. If one looked down from the sky, one would see that all of Hong Province was sending numerous convoys of steel for Wang Chong.


If one looked across the Jiangnan West Circuit, across all the provinces and prefectures of the Great Tang, there were countless convoys like the one from the Zhang Clan, gathering together into a mighty flood and flowing along the Silk Road toward the distant Wushang.


Like a massive and slow-moving machine, each of Wang Chong's plans had the countless great clans and provinces of the Great Tang transporting 'blood' to him, supporting him.


……


Yang Hongchang was much more efficient than expected. At dawn, only a few days after Wang Chong had given the order, when everyone was still sleeping, a convoy arrived with two tightly-sealed chests and a group of guards.


In a sumptuously decorated building of flying eaves within the City of Steel, the old steward bowed and sincerely said, "Lord Marquis, we did not fail you. According to Lord Marquis's instructions, we have acquired a few chests of roseroot. Our patriarch has said that Lord Marquis must have a deeper meaning behind his actions, so only Lord Marquis can identify whether this is the roseroot being sought. Once Lord Marquis has confirmed, we can begin to buy them on a large scale and transport them."




"Mm."


Wang Chong was dressed in leisure clothes. He remained seated, saying nothing and only waving his hand. To the side, a muscular warrior of the City of Steel strode over and thrust his sword into the chink under the lid. With a heave, the chest was opened, revealing countless little red flowers densely packed within.

______________
1.'Everything else is ready; the only thing lacking is the east wind' is a quote from 'Romance of the Three Kingdoms', said by Zhuge Liang to Zhou Yu in their discussion on the upcoming Battle of Red Cliffs. Having made ready to attack Cao Cao's fleet with fire, Zhou Yu has realized that the only thing lacking for his plan to succeed is that the east wind must blow. The quote nowadays is used to mean that a plan is only lacking one crucial thing to be complete.↩
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Wang Chong squinted and suddenly rose from his armchair, striding over to reach into the chest and snatch a handful of the little red flowers. The color and shape were exactly as he recalled, though not even in his last life had he brought troops to attack the plateau.


Moreover, in that last life, he hadn't regarded them with much importance, so his memories about them were rather fuzzy.


Sniff!


Wang Chong brought a flower up to his nose and smelled it. Yes! It was exactly this sort of scent: faint, but with the fresh odor of the plateau soil, exactly as he remembered.


Wang Chong suddenly summoned the guards in the reception hall. "Come! Take these chests and have the flowers boiled in pots of water to make a broth. In addition, add in a little for every meal served to the army."


"Yes, your subordinate will do so."


The guards swiftly strode over and took the chests away.




"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded and turned to the old steward standing to his left.


"Tell your patriarch that I am very satisfied and that he can begin purchasing on a large scale now."


"Yes!"


The steward was elated. There was no doubt that they had found the right thing. Only someone who truly began to buy roseroot would understand that it was exactly as Wang Chong had said. It was a common wildflower of the plateau, and when their patriarch had spread the news that he wanted to buy some, many herdsmen had set about gathering them and sending them over.


Moreover, since they had said that the roseroot was horse fodder to help with bowel movements, the price had been unimaginably low. A few taels of silver was enough to buy a large bundle. Since it was so easy and could win them the good favor of the Young Marquis, they were happy to do it.


"Besides that, has there been any sign of activity in Talas?" Wang Chong asked.


"Replying to Lord Marquis: there has not been any activity for the time being. The Arabs are acting as normal. Lord Marquis, be at ease. Patriarch has said that since Lord Marquis gave this order, our Yang Clan will carry out this duty to the very end, even to the death. Any activity from the Arabs, even just a little fly flying past, will definitely be reported to Lord Marquis."


The old steward had a solemn expression, bowing as he deferentially answered.


"Mm. Tell him to prepare himself to receive my orders at any moment," Wang Chong gravely replied. The matter of Ü-Tsang and the Turks was important, but even more important were Talas and the Abbasid Caliphate. These two were the true focus of Wang Chong's attention. The steward left shortly after, and Wang Chong soon fell into a contemplative silence. Up to now, the Arabs had still not shown any strange movements, and it didn't seem like the Arabs had infiltrated Talas yet.


The cicadas would sense the coming of autumn before the first chill wind, and it wasn't possible for the Arabs to engage in any strange activities without showing any signs. In other words, he still had time.


…This can be considered the best news I could receive right now. I hope that the events of Talas won't take an unexpected turn because of my appearance, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Many things had changed since his reincarnation: the fate of the Wang Clan, the fate of King Song, the fate of the southwest… Wang Chong's greatest concern was that the butterfly effect would cause everything to change, particularly with regards to time. But from what he could see, the Battle of Talas had not undergone any serious transformation.


To oppose outside forces, he needed to pacify internal ones first, and it seemed like he would at least have time to settle down Qixi and take care of the Tibetans and the Turks.


In all things, preparation leads to success while unpreparedness leads to ruin. Although the Abbasid Caliphate hasn't shown any signs of activity, I should still take some precautions.


After thinking for a little longer, Wang Chong returned to his chair. Taking up a fine brush and dabbing it in ink, he began to write. This letter was written to someone he had never met, and he had no idea if this letter would be of any use, would succeed in persuading the receiver.


But Wang Chong still had to do it, as it was of utmost importance. If he succeeded, perhaps that historic clash between the empires of the east and west could be avoided. Perhaps if there were no Battle of Talas, or if it could be delayed a little longer, he would have enough time to prepare himself even more.


'The Great Tang Young Marquis of Wushang, Wang Chong, greets the Great General of the Right Imperial Guard, Prefectural Duke of Miyun…'


As he set the first line down to paper, there was a rumbling of thunder outside, and dark clouds began to gather. At the same time, the long-unheard voice of the Stone of Destiny rang out in his mind. But unlike before, the Stone of Destiny's voice was much softer and a little less sharp.


"Notice: User is currently skirting the laws. Starting from now, user will be deducted 10 points of Destiny Energy for each second, and in serious circumstances, user will be deducted additional points of Destiny Energy, even obliterated."


As expected!


As the voice rang out in his mind, Wang Chong immediately noticed the change in its wording. In the past, the Stone of Destiny would always use words like 'warning', but this time, although it had immediately begun to deduct Destiny Energy, and 10 points every second at that, the situation wasn't actually as serious as it seemed.


The Stone of Destiny did not use the word 'warning', but 'notice', a word that clearly conveyed much less danger.


…It's exactly what I speculated! Wang Chong said to himself.


After such a long time, Wang Chong had gradually begun to feel out the rules and principles guiding the Stone of Destiny. For example, the Stone of Destiny had a set of grades on which it judged matters. At the highest grade, the consequence of mission failure was instant obliteration, and there was usually no reward, only consumption of Destiny Energy. An example of this was the 'World Constraint'.


In the past, this had been Wang Chong's greatest concern, but now that he had enough Destiny Energy, he temporarily put the matter to the side.


The second grade was missions that had a reward, but failure of which would result in obliteration, the example being 'Empire's Dirge'.


The third grade was missions that rewarded Destiny Energy for success and deducted Destiny Energy for failure, such as 'The Threat to Qixi' mission which had ordered him to kill Dayan Mangban.


At the time, Wang Chong had already guessed that the Stone of Destiny had another grade, and there was no doubt that it was what he was experiencing right now. And just like he had expected, although it seemed serious, compared to the importance of the task at hand, 10 points of Destiny Energy every second was an extremely light punishment.


And besides, the Stone of Destiny had called this a 'notice', not a 'warning'.


Things like missions always have underlying systems and rules that can be exploited. It seems like the Stone of Destiny has a harsh ban on anything that has far-reaching effects on important historical events. You can do them, participate in them, and change them, but you can't reveal any information on them, and the punishment for breaking those rules is rather serious. But if one only discusses, leaks, or changes a small portion of the related event, using a non-urgent method to discuss them, you can skirt the line and avoid any major consequences.


With these thoughts in mind, Wang Chong quickly returned to writing.


In the end, the letter cost Wang Chong 600 points of Destiny Energy, but Wang Chong didn't care. Regardless of the cost, Wang Chong had confirmed his conjectures. If this method was feasible, he now had another method to change fate.


Most importantly, if this letter proved useful, then any amount of Destiny Energy was worth it.


I hope that person can be persuaded.


Wang Chong walked to the window. Dark clouds covered the sky and it was still raining. On the walls, the craftsmen were taking a break. In the empire's northwest, in the desert region of Qixi, a large downpour like this was extremely rare.


Hooloohoolooo! A pigeon answered Wang Chong's call. Wang Chong placed the letter into a thin bamboo tube and released the pigeon.



Flapflap! The carrier pigeon seemed to sense something, its little eyes turning before it opened its wings and shot into the thunderstorm, quickly vanishing into the skies.


……


Flap flap!


The carrier pigeon flew through the rain, toward the northwest. It swiftly flew past the Qixi Protectorate headquarters and continued on, past the bustling kingdoms along the road to the west. Following the Silk Road, it flew toward the distant Cong Mountains, finally stopping at the most distant western border of the empire, the Four Garrisons of Anxi.


Whoosh! It closed its wings, and the gray pigeon dropped from the sky like a fired arrow, vanishing into the estate below. The estate was heavily guarded by soldiers in full suits of armor. There were even heavily-restricted weapons like ballistae guarding the area, and the array of forces was a dreadful sight to behold.


At the gate, two black Qilins raised their heads to the heavens, their expressions savage and wicked, a manifestation of the heaven-toppling authority of the estate's master.


In truth, there was no one on the empire's western border, no one in all the Western Regions, who had as much authority and as esteemed a status as the owner of this estate. All the kingdoms of the Western Regions, large or small, and all the merchants of the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu had to accept the rule of the estate's master.


'Anxi Protector-General'!


The nameboard forged from Xuan Metal hung over the gate, the words cast in metal revealing the owner's true identity.


This was the core of the Four Garrisons of Anxi, the farthest extension of the empire's authority on the western border. Thus, all the most elite soldiers from the provinces and prefectures of the Great Tang would eventually be sent here, sent far from the capital, far from the Central Plains, and far from the Emperor's grace.


Dripdrop!


Drops of rain came down from the sky, splashing onto roof tiles and flying eaves, flowing through the gutters. The fine curtain of rain blurred the horizon like a shroud of smoke.


"Interesting!"


In a spacious room, a middle-aged man of handsome and elegant appearance, dressed in ornate armor and exuding an air of dignity and authority, was avidly perusing a letter in his hand. His eyes were the narrow, pointed phoenix eyes that were rarely seen in men, but they possessed the demeanor of a true man who had been baptized in the blood of hundreds of battles.


His appearance was similar to that of the Han of the Central Plains, but upon careful inspection, it was also quite different.


Although few in the heartland of the Central Plains would recognize him, very few in the Western Regions, whether they were from Anxi or the Abbasid Caliphate, did not recognize him, and even fewer did not know his name!


Gao Xianzhi!
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Gao Xianzhi was the most powerful man of the Western Regions, his authority stretching from Qixi to the Cong Mountains. Other than that title of Imperial Great General which gave him authority over the Anxi Protectorate, tens of thousands of Great Tang elites, and the best weaponry and equipment, he also had a host of other titles. Among these were 'Great General of the Right Imperial Guard' and 'Prefectural Duke of Miyun'!


Duke, marquis, count, viscount, and baron—in the noble rankings below 'Imperial Prince', Gao Xianzhi was a duke, his status above all marquises.


However, as a Protector-General, Gao Xianzhi spent most of his time on the western border, so he let others carry out the responsibilities of his other titles.


"Changqing, take a look at this. The Young Marquis of our Great Tang, the Sage Emperor's cherished disciple, has written us a letter."


Gao Xianzhi's lips twitched into an ambiguous smile as he passed the letter behind him to a man dressed in gray, short and slightly hunch-backed with an ugly face but clear and sharp eyes. At the sight of his commander's smile, this man who simultaneously held the posts of Attendant Advisor and Deputy Commander, Feng Changqing, showed a hint of surprise in his eyes.


After his many years of service, he was extremely familiar with his commander's personality. The Protector-General had a composed and steady temperament. Before a battle, he would become firm and tenacious, as steady as a mountain. He would rarely display such emotions.


"Lord Protector-General, could it be that the youngest son of the Wang Clan is requesting something from Milord?" Feng Changqing guessed.


Wushang was the territory of Qixi Protector-General Fumeng Lingcha. Given that man's personality and coupling it with the existences of Beiting Vice Protector-General An Sishun and Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han, that scion of the Wang Clan was probably not in a very good situation.


"Huh, Changqing, there are times when even you can guess wrongly."


Gao Xianzhi stroke his mustache and smiled.


"It's exactly the opposite of what you're thinking. Not only is he not asking anything from me, it seems like we should be asking something of him! You'll know once you read it."


"Oh?"


A look of shock and confusion appeared in Feng Changqing's eyes. This answer had completely surpassed his expectations. Given the Protector-General's status, authority, and power, what would he need to request from that Wang Clan boy? It should have been the other way around.


But Feng Changqing was never one to speculate too much. He more enjoyed personally investigating a matter, trusted more in his own insight and judgment.


Lowering his head, Feng Changqing began to read the letter. Slowly, Feng Changqing's face turned stranger and stranger, and by the end, he had fallen quiet, with a pensive look on his face.


It had to be said that the contents of the letter had surpassed his expectations. He suddenly understood why the Protector-General had been so strange.


"That youngest son of the Wang Clan is advising us to not attack the Shi Kingdom?"


Feng Changqing turned his head to his commander.


Over his many years in Anxi, he had read countless letters, but this was the first time Feng Changqing had ever read such a puzzling and inexplicable letter.


The Shi Kingdom was to the west of the Cong Mountains, beyond the lands of the Great Tang. It was one of the Nine Tribes of Zhaowu, and together with the Kang Kingdom, the An Kingdom, and the rest of the nine, they served as a neutral state between the Great Tang and the Abbasid Caliphate.


All the Hu merchants traveling between the north and south along the Silk Road would have to pass through the Shi Kingdom.


Truthfully, the Anxi Protectorate and the Shi Kingdom had never had problems with each other, and the Anxi Protectorate had no plans to attack the Shi Kingdom. Thus, Wang Chong's letter was truly inexplicable and made one scratch their head.


As the Twin Walls of the Empire, Gao Xianzhi and Feng Changqing could completely disregard this baffling letter, but in reality, the atmosphere in the hall clearly indicated otherwise. Gao Xianzhi and Feng Changqing both had extremely mysterious expressions.


"Now you know what I meant by 'interesting'?"


Gao Xianzhi's eyes seemed to communicate a deeper meaning.


"But, Milord, this… How did he know?" Feng Changqing finally said.


As the Deputy Commander of Anxi, the 'Sack of Impeccable Schemes Feng', he was rarely surprised by anything, but at this moment, Feng Changqing was staring at the letter like he had seen a ghost.


Attacking the Shi Kingdom was still just a mere thought in the commander's mind. The number of people who knew of this in Anxi Protectorate, in all of the Great Tang, could be counted with one's fingers. The plan had not even been fixed yet, so how did a teenager several thousand li away know of it?


"Hey, the only one I told about attacking the Shi Kingdom is you. No one else knows, not even Duan Xiushi or any of the others. In other words, in all of Anxi, only the two of us know. Right now, I would like to know, just how did that Wang Clan boy find out?" Gao Xianzhi said.


The two commanders of Anxi had extremely odd expressions. The letter from Wushang in Feng Changqing's hand was a riddle, and for the first time, the pair couldn't see through that Wang Clan son in Wushang.


It was now very clear that the information they had obtained was not complete, and there was some discrepancy between the Wang Chong that they knew and the real one.


The hall was silent, a strange atmosphere persisting for quite some time before it was finally broken.


"Milord, then should we… reconsider?" Feng Changqing probed.


"Hmph, he's just a teenager. Should we change our plans just because of a few words?"


Gao Xianzhi chuckled at the question. As the commander of Anxi and one of the Great Generals of the empire, Gao Xianzhi was proud and confident.


Since he had decided to attack the Shi Kingdom, he naturally had ample reasons to do so, so how could a few words suddenly change his mind?


And no matter how formidable Wang Chong was, he was still just the Young Marquis, beneath his status as Prefectural Duke of Miyun. He was also far less experienced in battle, and Gao Xianzhi would not allow his mind to be so easily influenced by some upstart.


"Understood. Your subordinate will act like he never read it."


As Feng Changqing spoke, his hands tore the letter to pieces.


"If there is nothing else, your subordinate will begin to arrange the matters regarding the Shi Kingdom."


Feng Changqing turned and left, but he had just reached the door when he heard that familiar voice from behind him.


"Wait!"


Gao Xianzhi stopped Feng Changqing, his eyes contemplative as his brow furrowed.


"Delay the plan to attack the Shi Kingdom for a moment. Send a few scouts to see what the situation is."


"Understood."


Feng Changqing turned his head and smiled, completely unsurprised. It was obvious that the Wang Clan scion's words had still affected his commander.


"This subordinate will send them now."


Stepping over the threshold, Feng Changqing quickly left.


A stone falling into a lake was certain to stir many ripples. At this moment, no one knew of the effects of Wang Chong's letter, not Wang Chong, Gao Xianzhi, or Feng Changqing.


But when Feng Changqing crossed the threshold, in the distant Wushang, Wang Chong heard a familiar voice.


"Congratulations to user! You have been rewarded 60 points of Destiny Energy."


The rain outside the window was already dying out. Wang Chong had been seated cross-legged on his bed in cultivation when he heard the voice, and he couldn't help but reveal a tinge of surprise.


This reward had come without rhyme or reason, and the reward of 60 points of Destiny Energy, unlike any other time, had come without any other information.


Is it Anxi?


Wang Chong's brow slightly furrowed in thought. The most recent event that he could associate with this reward was the letter he had written to Gao Xianzhi.


60 points as a reward with nothing else. Was it effective or not? Or is it that nothing is settled and I have to wait for further developments?


Wang Chong's mind was shrouded in fog.


"Reporting!"


A resounding voice suddenly interrupted his train of thought. The door opened and a messenger rushed in, bringing with him a gust of cold wind as he kneeled.


"Lord Marquis, a lady outside says she has come to visit. She carries a token from Lord Marquis and claims to be a descendant of the capital's Huang lineage."


"What?!"


Wang Chong's eyes brightened at these words, and he hurriedly got out of bed. Before the messenger could react, Wang Chong had already rushed past him.


Rumble!


Wang Chong had just left his residence when he heard the distant metal rumbling of the gates opening. Neeeigh! The clear and bright cry of a horse rang out, and a horse with a glossy blue-black coat and four hooves as pure as white jade flew through the gates.


"Haha, Little Shadow!"


Wang Chong was elated to see this muscular divine steed, and he let out a sharp whistle. The horse was even more excited than Wang Chong upon hearing this whistle, immediately stirring up a cloud of dust as it shot toward Wang Chong.


"Hahaha, little rascal, long time no see."


Wang Chong used one hand to grab the saddle while the other began to stroke the White-hoofed Shadow's head. Meanwhile, the White-hoofed Shadow nuzzled its head against Wang Chong's chest in extreme affection.


After returning from the southwest, Wang Chong had left the White-hoofed Shadow in the capital, as the situation in Wushang had still been unstable and there were many things that had to be done.


But now that the City of Steel was on track and the frequency of battles was gradually increasing, it was gradually becoming time to use the White-hoofed Shadow. This had been made especially evident in the attack on Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp. Although Wang Chong had been riding one of the best warhorses of the Western Turkic Khaganate, in the clash with Dayan Pugyal, it had still died. It was not able to reach Wang Chong's requirements for fighting with experts.


Knowing that the White-hoofed Shadow was becoming more and more important, Wang Chong had sent a letter to the capital some time ago summoning it, but it was only now that the White-hoofed Shadow finally reached the City of Steel.


"Hmph, marquises truly are different. They only see the horses, not the people." Suddenly, a cold voice that sounded like the song of an oriole came from above Wang Chong, tinged with derision.


Wang Chong's body went stiff, and only after raising his head did he notice the fairy-like beauty dressed in yellow seated upon the horse, coldly observing him.


Huang Qian-er's frigid gaze peered down on Wang Chong from above, and if looks could kill, Wang Chong would have died hundreds of times by now.
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"Haha, how could that be? Look, haven't I prepared a nice gift for you?"


Wang Chong smiled, his palm opening to reveal two tear-shaped gilded agate earrings of exquisite craftsmanship.


Not long ago, Yang Hongchang had gifted Wang Chong some very high-quality agates. Wang Chong had found the best craftsman in the Western Regions and had him create this pair of earrings, which were a perfect gift for Huang Qian-er.


As expected, Huang Qian-er's lethal gaze immediately improved at the sight of the earrings.


With a cold snort and a savage glare, she took the gilded earrings.


"I've delivered the White-hoofed Shadow, so you can handle the rest."


Huang Qian-er dismounted and passed the reins to Wang Chong.


"Someone, bring Lady Qian-er inside to rest, and find a few maids to wait upon her," Wang Chong ordered as he took the reins.


Wushang was very far from the capital, with many nights being spent out in the open. For a girl like Huang Qian-er to be willing to rush from the capital to this place was very challenging, and though she hadn't said anything, Wang Chong couldn't help but sympathize.


After settling Huang Qian-er in, Wang Chong led the White-hoofed Shadow away.


……


While Wang Chong was welcoming Huang Qian-er and his White-hoofed Shadow at his City of Steel, in the distant capital, an exceptionally intense debate was taking place in the Imperial Court.


"Ten million taels of gold? Are you joking? Where does the Imperial Court have so much gold to squander? And who knows if those people are trustworthy."


"That's right. The Imperial Court spends money like water. Feeding and paying an army of six to seven hundred thousand soldiers, and there's the pay for all the officials as well. Is there any place that isn't needing money? And don't we also need to save some money in case of a famine or flood?"


"If we spend all the money on the military, what will happen to the other areas?"


"And ten million taels of gold is no small number. Are we expected to just take out ten million taels when anyone comes asking? This is gold, gold! Not silver, and not copper cash either!"


The debate in the court was fierce, with all the censors, assistant ministers and officials of the Six Bureaus taking part. Even the dukes and marquises were participating.


All of them were shouting over each other.


"Bastard! Who says that this is just a random request for ten million taels! This is about warhorses, and isn't the Imperial Court suffering a dire shortage of warhorses! This is something that we usually wouldn't be able to buy even if we had the money."


"If a nest is overturned, will any egg escape unscathed? And if you remove the skin, will the fur have any place to attach to? These warhorses are to protect the country! If we can't even protect the country, is there any meaning in discussing anything else? Different things have different levels of priority, and if we won't spend money on something as important as this, what exactly is worth spending money on!"


"That's right! And the Young Marquis is a marquis respected by His Majesty and carries a courtesy name bestowed by the Son of Heaven. If not even he can be believed, who can? Do none of you trust in His Majesty's insight!"


"The Imperial Court doesn't have the pastures to breed so many warhorses. This is an opportunity being dropped on our doorstep. If this chance is lost, it won't come again, and it'll be too late to feel regret. Is ten million taels of gold more valuable than the safety of the Great Tang?"


The Imperial Court had divided itself into two equally unyielding factions. Three hundred thousand warhorses, and the best-quality Turkic warhorses at that, would be scarcely imaginable in the past. All the military generals and officials were taking part in this debate, all of them seeing the opportunity.


"All of you only know how to fight and go to war! As long as I, Wen Fugu, still breathe, I will never let you get away with this."


In the hall, next to a cinnabar coiling dragon pillar, stood the Assistant Minister of Rites Wen Fugu. His expression was agitated, his voice loud.


"Anyone who wants to pass this proposal will have to step over Wen Fugu's corpse."


As a member of the Confucian school, Wen Fugu had a extreme revulsion of war, so he would never agree to an expenditure of ten million taels of gold.


In these last few days of debate, Wen Fugu had been one of the staunchest opponents.


"Wen Fugu, you bastard!"


The officials from the military were almost exploding from rage.


"Heheh."


No one noticed that next to another pillar, King Qi in his dragon robe was quietly chuckling to himself. There was no need to show himself in this debate. Wen Fugu alone would keep them busy.


"Wen Fugu, you want to die, right? Then I'll fulfill your wish! This is an iron ticket bestowed by the previous Emperor. Take it! Swallow some iron and kill yourself!" A furious voice thundered through the hall. It was so sudden and so furious that it startled everyone in the hall, silencing their voices. Even Wen Fugu couldn't help but tremble and turn his head.


A figure was striding into the hall like a stalking tiger, his eyes blazing with rage and making one tremble in fear.


"The Imperial Court's soldiers bathe the border in their blood as they fight on, and it is because of their sacrifices that the officials can freely spout high-minded tirades in this place. Drought, floods, salary, and something about soldiers who know only how to fight and go to war—what nonsense are you talking about? Was the world of the Great Tang obtained through mere chatter? Were the fortresses of the north and the Western Regions obtained through idle talk?


"The literati endanger the country. Wen Fugu, you are exactly an inflexible Confucian who endangers the country and the people, a pedantic Confucian who would die over petty trifles and endanger the country during major events. Didn't you want to die? I'll fulfill your wish today."


King Song's rage was on full display, and as he flung out his right hand, there was a clang as an iron ticket slammed onto the ground in front of Wen Fugu.


Even the long-timers in the court had never seen King Song so angry. His eyes were as cold as the chill of winter, and it felt like they were cold blades stabbing into their flesh.


Even though there were so many people in the hall, not a single one dared to meet his gaze. At this moment, even King Qi was a little scared.




"King…"


Just when King Qi was about to step forward, King Song gave him a glare. So vicious were his eyes that King Qi felt as if this was about to be a life-or-death struggle in which both of them would die. Even someone as disagreeable as King Qi couldn't help but shudder and stop in astonishment.


What is this madman up to? It's just some ten million taels of gold. It doesn't even involve me personally, so why does he care so much?


For a moment, King Qi was startled.


It was just a few million taels of gold, and it would be the Imperial Court paying it, so it had nothing to do with him. King Qi was just opposing for the sake of opposing and didn't really care. He didn't have the resolve or determination to actually invest himself in the matter.


It simply wasn't worth it to risk serious harm to himself over this affair.


King Qi clenched his teeth and mentally cursed, This bastard… Is that youngest son of the Wang Clan really that worth it? But King Song's savage glare had temporarily sapped him of any resolve.


"Speak! Who else is there?" King Song roared, his face apoplectic. This matter had been delayed for nearly a month now, and his patience had been almost all worn away. Such an extremely rare opportunity that would benefit the people and the country running into such stubborn opposition had truly stoked all his fires.


"Wen Fugu, you sinner, you probably know nothing about the military and fighting a war. If something happens on the border, a shortage of warhorses will affect the military situation and cause the people on the border to fall into misery. Let this king tell you that even if you die, this king will set up a stele and describe upon it how your shameful actions endangered the country," King Song bellowed.


Wen Fugu could remain fearless in front of all the officials of court, but he was speechless at King Song's words. Scholars did not care about life or death, only about their good name and character. Given King Song's usual personality, it was clear from his words that his rage had reached a boiling point. Moreover, someone of his style was certain to do whatever he said.


Wen Fugu knew that he truly didn't understand much about war, and if something really did happen and such a stele really were erected in front of his grave, it would be even worse than death.


Wen Fugu stared at King Song, his mouth opening and closing several times, but he failed to say a word.


It was clear that he had been sufficiently awed by King Song.


With the greatest opponent, Wen Fugu, suppressed and King Qi remaining silent, the Imperial Court fell into a deathly stillness.


The fierce debate had quieted down.


After nearly a month of fierce debate, the court needed only a few more hours to finally agree to the proposal to buy the horses. On the same night, a messenger bird with golden eyes and black feathers took off into the skies of the capital, flying toward the distant Wushang.


……


Flap flap!


Several days later, a messenger bird flew to a sun-drenched window, perching in front of the window lattice.


"Haha, success."


Wang Chong put down the letter from King Song and glanced at the messenger bird with a smile on his face. The money for buying horses had finally been approved, and though King Song had spoken of the events in a very understated fashion, Wang Chong knew that with King Qi making trouble behind the scenes, it was no easy task to get the proposal endorsed.


As for the faint hint of apology in King Song's words as he wrote that only ten million taels of gold would be provided for now, Wang Chong did not care that much. With a first time, there would be a second. The most important thing was that the Imperial Court had put up the money. Moreover, as long as the Imperial Court and the military received the first batch of high-quality Turkic warhorses, they would naturally bring up the matter of buying a second batch and a third batch.


As these thoughts were running through his head, a familiar voice rang out in his mind.


"Congratulations to user! For unlocking the mission 'Warhorses of the Great Tang', you have been rewarded 400 points of Destiny Energy.


"Note: this mission has no time limit. The more warhorses user buys, the greater the reward. For every ten thousand warhorses, user will be rewarded 100 points of Destiny Energy. User has already obtained eleven thousand warhorses and is rewarded 110 points."


"Eh? There was also a mission like this?!"


Wang Chong was flabbergasted by this voice. This was his first time encountering a mission like this, with no time limit. Moreover, even more astonishing was that he had contacted Hulayeg a while ago, but there had been no such notification when he first made the deal. Only when King Song's letter arrived and the Imperial Court approved the funds had he finally received the notification.
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Is it perhaps because it has to be an extremely large number of horses being bought? King Song's ten million taels is enough for one hundred thousand warhorses, so that was enough to start the mission? Wang Chong quietly speculated, his mind abuzz.


But 510 points of Destiny Energy can help me recover my loss from triggering the laws when I wrote that letter to Gao Xianzhi.


Boomboomboom!


While he was thinking, a series of earth-shaking explosions suddenly came from outside, so loud that the shockwaves even reached Wang Chong's rooms. The messenger bird by the window gurgled before suddenly taking off.


"Good!"


Shouts of praise could be heard in the distance, apparently the cheers of spectators. But even so, those explosions did not stop.


Twenty-four, twenty-five, twenty-six, twenty-seven…


Wang Chong had tilted his ear to listen while silently keeping track of how long the explosions were continuing. He had heard these explosions many times, but today's were a little different.


Forty-one, forty-two, forty-three… forty-nine!


When Wang Chong reached forty-nine seconds, his calm face finally showed a sign of surprise, a mixture of elation and astonishment. The explosions were still continuing, finally stopping at eighty-eight seconds, after which he heard the galloping of hooves outside his window.


Through the window, he could see a rider dismounting and striding toward his room.


"Report!"


"Lord Marquis, General Li has reported that the training for the 'Ten Charge Ten Victories Formation' has been completed. Lord Marquis is invited to come and inspect!"


The rider kneeled on the floor and respectfully lowered his head.


"Okay!"


With this single word, Wang Chong strode past the rider. Outside, he mounted the White-hoofed Shadow, while a figure dressed in light yellow—Huang Qian-er, with her large silver sword on her back—mounted another horse and followed close behind.


As Wang Chong and Huang Qian-er headed deeper into the City of Steel, they saw a ground covered in wooden dummies and the shattered remains of many more.


"What's happening here?"


Huang Qian-er looked confusedly at the dummies on the ground.


"Cavalry training!"


Wang Chong indifferently added, "Because we can't use real people, I had them use wooden dummies."


Using wooden dummies in cavalry training was a method used in Middle Ages Europe, and there were many people in that other world who knew of this. But in this world, there was clearly no such method, with the majority of people not using targets, simply stabbing at imaginary opponents in the air.


The effects of that method were not comparable to actual training, and stabbing at air would make cavalry feel like they were playing games, making them forget that all their training was for the purpose of fighting on the battlefield. If all of them held this mindset, then when they arrived on the battlefield, they would suffer grievous casualties.


For this reason, Wang Chong had made them use wooden dummies.




"Oh."


A strange look appeared in Huang Qian-er's eyes, but she said nothing more, only nodded slightly.


The more time she spent with Wang Chong, the more Huang Qian-er realized that Wang Chong wasn't just a formidable and talented martial artist. His actions and trains of thought were also completely different from normal people.


Whether it was the use of modular construction to build this city or the use of wooden dummies to train cavalry, they were completely different from the information Huang Qian-er had read about back in her clan.


No, it wasn't just the Huang Clan. Wang Chong's way of doing things was different from all of the great clans of the Tang.


"Begin."


Wang Chong had no idea what Huang Qian-er was thinking. Extending a hand, he gestured at an officer in the distance. The officer quickly gave his own order, causing soldiers to rush out to raise back up the fallen dummies and replace the shattered ones with new ones.


Wang Chong only glanced at them before lightly urging his horse toward the distant main camp.


"Lord Marquis!"


Upon seeing Wang Chong, Li Siye hurried over on his horse and bowed.


"According to Lord Marquis's order, the training has been completed for the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation. Do wish to have them practice the Eight Desolation Army Shattering Formation?"


Wang Chong had given him the diagrams for two formations. The first was the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation, while the Eight Desolation Army Shattering Formation was both more formidable and more challenging to learn.


"There's no need."


Wang Chong waved his hand, rejecting Li Siye's suggestion.


"Practicing the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation is enough. We have more important things to do."


In order to pacify Qixi, he needed to deal with Ü-Tsang, and if he wanted to deal with Ü-Tsang, Dayan Mangban and his five thousand White Braves were a threshold that Wang Chong could not bypass.


In the Zhangzhung excursion, Wang Chong had killed Dayan Pugyal and twenty-seven thousand Tibetan cavalry, but those people had been almost all recruits, as different as night and day from the five thousand veteran White Braves under Dayan Mangban.


Dayan Mangban dared to lead a mere two thousand White Braves against one of the Qixi Protectorate army's main camps, and he had managed to kill General Pulan He and five thousand Qixi soldiers. This deed alone was enough to show the problem.


On the flat terrain of the plateau, Dayan Mangban's five thousand White Braves could charge through a formation of fifty thousand soldiers, perhaps more. If one was not fully prepared, if one dared to regard him with the slightest disdain, then they would be digging their own graves.


The Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation was what Wang Chong planned to use against Dayan Mangban and his five thousand White Braves.


"In addition, just train in the city for the next few days, and while training, use high walls of cloth to keep out any prying eyes and forbid anyone unrelated from getting close. Before the operation begins, I don't want a single piece of news to get out," Wang Chong grimly said from atop the White-hoofed Shadow.


"This general understands," Li Siye sternly replied.


Wang Chong nodded. The Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation was extremely important, and most importantly, he needed to give Dayan Mangban a massive surprise. If any information about it were to leak out, its effectiveness would be greatly diminished.


Creee!


Suddenly, a harsh cry came out of the sky, attracting everyone's attention. Wang Chong raised his head and saw a familiar rock eagle descending.


It's one of the birds bred by Old Eagle.


A thought occurred to Wang Chong. Old Eagle had not followed him to Wushang, remaining in the capital to act as a liaison. He was training more and more disciples, and Zhang Que was only one of them.


Unless there was anything particularly needed, Old Eagle would not personally deliver information to him.


A few moments later, a horse galloped over in a cloud of dust, its rider holding a letter high up in the air. "Lord Marquis, a letter from the capital."


Wang Chong took the letter and opened it, a familiar line of handwriting appearing before his eyes.


'Do not worry! Arrival in five days!'


While the contents of the letter were simple and concise, the signature was of the name that Wang Chong had anxiously awaited.


"Wonderful!"


Wang Chong clenched his fists, his face excited. With this letter, everything was truly ready. The final flaw in his plan had been filled.


……


Time slowly passed, and as it flowed by, the various resources from all over the Great Tang continued to arrive at the City of Steel. The moment Wang Chong was waiting for was close at hand.


After ten days…


"Move out!"


Wang Chong unsheathed his sword and pointed it forward. The gates of the City of Steel rumbled upon, and Wang Chong led his five thousand Wushang Cavalry galloping out.


After more than half a month, the Wushang Cavalry had undergone a fundamental transformation. Their strength was even more formidable and their aura even more bursting with energy.


The condensed energy of these five thousand Wushang Cavalry was like a savage storm, causing the air itself to twist.


"Hyah!"


The earth quaked and dust churned as the five thousand Wushang Cavalry shot through the gate like lightning bolts, vanishing into the distance.


……


On the distant Tibetan Plateau, eagles were taking flight and the grass was growing long. All was thriving with life. Here, on this boundless steppe, two people stood side by side, their identities as Tibetan horsemen obvious from their well-trained posture and discipline.


"These Tang are getting bolder and bolder. Longxi, Qixi, the southwest… the Tang soldiers are everywhere. Last month, a Tang army even assaulted the plateau."


A gentle breeze blew past, rattling the beast earring hanging from the left ear of one of the Tibetan horsemen.


"I also heard of that. These Tang are getting far too brash, but they won't be for much longer. The royal capital will probably be sending troops soon. We'll first attack Qixi, and then Anxi and Longxi. We'll see what they have to resist us then," the other Tibetan horseman said, a furious expression on his face.


"Mm, let them have their little victories. We will be patient and first complete the mission General gave us," the first Tibetan horseman said.


The second Tibetan horseman nodded in agreement. "What you say is true. At the moment, only a few of us know that the Great General is about to make his move. The Great General dispatched us scouts to investigate the situation for precisely this goal. General does not want any of the Tang to sense anything before he actually begins to move."


As scouts, they were the most elite and also the most well-informed, the first to notice any signs of activity.


"Though, where should we go first?"


With this question from the second horseman, both fell silent. The plateau was vast and seemingly boundless. Although they had been tasked with surveillance, they had no idea what was worth surveilling.


The plateau was not like other places. Even if anyone could invade, they would only be able to last for a little while before retreating. Even those people who attacked Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp had swiftly withdrawn after the battle.


The pair truly did not understand what sort of results they could get from this scouting mission.


"This is a mission from General, so we should be a little cautious and not miss out any gaps. That's right. Last time I was by the northeast corner, near that triangular gap, I noticed a few of those birds the Great Tang train. These Tang aren't simple. Let's go and check that out. It's best to be safe."


After discussing for a little while longer, the two turned their horses to the northeast corner of Ü-Tsang.
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After journeying several hundred li, the pair of Tibetan horsemen quickly neared the edge of the plateau.


Creee! A shrill cry came from the heavens, causing the two Tibetan horsemen to raise their heads. Far up, they saw five or six birds of various species circling in the air, apparently observing something.


The horsemen instantly narrowed their eyes. There was no need to see anything else. At a glance, they could tell that those birds belonged to Tang scouts.


Creeeak!


Without the slightest hesitation, the horseman with the beast earring nocked an arrow to his bow and aimed it at the sky.


But before he could fire, a hand suddenly extended over and stopped him.


"It's useless. Those birds are flying at extremely high altitudes. Our bows can't fire that far."


"Then what do we do? Nothing? If we let them find out something and ruin General's plan, General will have us executed."


"Haha, I didn't say that we would do nothing. These birds have owners, and if the birds are here, their owners must be nearby. We can't deal with the birds in the air, but does that mean we're powerless against the Tang on the ground?"


The second Tibetan horseman chortled, and the first horseman quickly came around to his view.


"Hyah!"


The two smiled at each other, unsheathed their scimitars, and urged their horses to charge in the direction of the birds, seething with killing intent.


"I see them!"


A few moments later, the pair saw the figures they had expected to see. It was a group of seventeen- and eighteen-year-olds, thin and frail. They showed no signs of practicing martial arts, much less the bearing of elite scouts, and it seemed like even a strong gust of wind would be enough to bowl them over.


"Let's go! Kill them!"


"Stop!"


"Hahaha, don't run!"


Invigorated, the pair flourished their scimitars and charged toward the Tang youths. But the two had only covered ten-some zhang when the situation changed…


Rumble! The ground began to shudder, and though merely a tiny trembling at first, it quickly intensified into a roaring thunder that caused the surrounding earth to quake.


Neigh!


Before the two could react, they heard the neighing of horses from the distant horizon. They could only watch in astonishment as thousands of horses galloped toward them, their riders all fully equipped: a force of Great Tang cavalry seething with devilish killing intent.


"Not good!"


The pair paled, and the bravery they had shown in their initial charge quickly vanished.


"Ruuun!"


So alarmed were they that their souls nearly took flight from their bodies, and they immediately began to flee in the direction they had come. The pair had never seen such a formidable Tang army, thousands of cavalry silently staring with those cold and nightmarish eyes.


And most frightening of all was their speed. By the time the two reacted, the leading Tang cavalry were only seven to eight hundred zhang away.


To cavalry used to high-speed charges, this distance could be covered in seconds.


"Stop!"


An order rang out through the sky, echoing across the plateau. An officer at the front had given the order to halt. Those five thousand cavalry seemed to not see the two fleeing Tibetan scouts, and dismounted. One group took up a defensive formation while the other group set about digging into and tamping down the ground.


Clang! A thick steel plank more than two zhang tall was installed into the earth, creating a high wall on the plateau. As if this was some sort of signal, the thousands of Tang cavalry began to split up into teams, using their warhorses to drag these steel walls up to the plateau.


While some of them held up the thick steel walls, other horsemen would take hammers and beat the steel walls into the ground.


Everyone worked closely together, completely ignoring the two Tibetan cavalry in the distance.


One wall, two, three, four… In a few short of moments, hundreds of these walls had been set up, scattered over the plateau.


The Tibetan scouts had only run several hundred zhang, but an unprecedented fortress of steel was already beginning to take shape on this deserted region of the plateau.


"Bastards! What are these Tang up to?"


Although they were fleeing, the two Tibetans had been keeping a close watch on what was happening behind them. Those Tang bustling away with no regard for anyone else had left them stupefied.


"Don't worry so much! Hurry! We need to report this to the Great General."


Both shocked and angered, the two urged their horses on to go even faster.


"Lord Marquis, do we need to deal with those Tibetan scouts?"


On the plateau, Li Siye sat erect on his Ferghana steed like an iron pagoda next to Wang Chong. One of his hands held a bow while the other held two arrows, aimed at the fleeing scouts.


"There's no need."


Wang Chong smiled, a relaxed expression on his face.


"Kill one and leave one. If we kill them both, then there will be no one left to report back, which would actually ruin the plan."


"Understood."


Li Siye smiled and put away one of those arrows. The other shot through the air, covering more than a thousand zhang to thud through the chest of the Tibetan horseman with the beast earring on his left ear.


Without a sound, he dropped from his highland steed. The remaining Tibetan scout was so startled that he felt like his soul had left his body. Turning his scimitar around, he stabbed it into the behind of his horse, fleeing for all he was worth and quickly vanishing into the distance.


"Get ready! Quicken the pace! The Tibetans will be arriving soon," Wang Chong ordered. Ignoring the fleeing scout, he turned to the army behind him. Five thousand Wushang Cavalry, more than one thousand elites that he had brought from the southwest, and more than one thousand clan experts transferred out of the City of Steel—for this operation, Wang Chong had brought a force of nearly 7500 soldiers.


In addition, he had also brought more than five thousand craftsmen.


A scene that had taken place in the war of the southwest now repeated itself on the Tibetan Plateau. The Great Tang's strongest aspect lay in the wealth it had accumulated over the decades of peace and its powerful ability to produce and build.


It would be the greatest regret if such powerful abilities could not be put to use in battle.


Now, Wang Chong was applying this wealth and production ability to war through a different method. To settle Qixi, he first had to pacify Ü-Tsang.


This time, Wang Chong didn't merely want to cut off the path the Tibetans could take to attack Wushang. He also wanted to erect a base on this isolated plateau, and use this base as the center of his activities to fend off the threat of Ü-Tsang from the west, neutralizing the power of these plateau-dwellers so that Qixi would be safe forevermore.


"Prepare the beehives!" an energetic voice called out from the busy army. Neeeigh! Horses whinnied as they pulled steel crates covered with holes up to the plateau.


Before the horses had come to a full stop, soldiers were already surging over, cutting the ropes and carefully lifting up the beehives to be brought to the front.


"Careful! Don't recklessly touch the chests, and definitely don't touch the switches. When putting them down, do so very gently!"


Stern-faced officers observed from the side as the beehives were installed. Only those who had seen them at work truly understood just how powerful and terrifying these rectangular steel chests were.


All the beehives were installed at the foremost row and all the steel walls had also been erected on the plateau, everything carried out with such speed and efficiency that the process seemed to have been practiced hundreds of times.


A simple yet imposing fortification quickly appeared at the edge of the plateau, with the finishing touches still underway.


Creee!


An hour later, a sharp cry came out of the sky. The Tibetan scout that Wang Chong had released had proven effective, and the Tibetans had been much faster to react this time. A vulture common to the Tibetan Plateau appeared in the distance.


With the first, there was a second, a third, a fourth… In a few seconds, ten-some Tibetan vultures were flying over.


"Quite the impressive display! Our opponent this time is quite special!"


Wang Chong looked at the sky and smiled.


There was nothing else in the sky except the vultures, but everyone could feel a tension in the air. There was no doubt that the Tibetans had already noticed them and this was only the first wave of surveillance. A massive battle was bound to come.


"I heard that Fumeng Lingcha fought a few large battles with them recently, so their reaction being this fast is very normal," Li Siye said. Unlike the others, his eyes showed no tension, only a deep anticipation. Before following Wang Chong, he had been a warrior of the Beiting Protectorate, a pure soldier.


A soldier's duty was to obey and fight. In Li Siye's life, there were two things that he was most passionate about. One was fine steeds, and the other was fighting.


Only the most pitched of battles could awaken the soul of battle deep within him.


"Zhang Que, get ready!"


With Wang Chong's order, the members of the eagle team began to move. Sharp cries filled the air as rock eagles took off into the sky, including that mutant breed of rock eagle that was skilled at fighting and often perched on Zhang Que's shoulder.


Creee!


Screeches could be heard as the eagle team's rock eagles began to do battle with the Tibetan vultures. In this clash, the more numerous vultures were actually no match. Their feathers and blood sprinkled down, swiftly followed by their plummeting bodies.
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The other vultures quickly turned and flew off in panic.


Zhang Que and his team noticed this and gave off another whistle, quickly calling their rock eagles back. 'Don't chase a cornered enemy' was a principle that wasn't just suitable in a battle between two armies, but in a battle between birds as well.


"Pass on my order! Prepare for battle!"


As Wang Chong watched the vultures flee, his smile slowly faded and his expression turned grim. These ten-some vultures were just the first wave of scouting. It was good enough to make them flee.


But this was not the most important thing. What was important was that since the scouting vultures had appeared, the Tibetan army wasn't far behind.


Keee!


Before the first wave had even settled, the next arrived. Not long after the vultures had fled, another set of sharp cries could be heard in the air, but these were completely different from the cries of the vultures. To the right of Wang Chong's army, from a direction that no one had expected, several old eagles suddenly appeared.


These old eagles did not fly very close, stopping seven to eight hundred zhang away before beginning to circle in the air as if observing something.


"Interesting!"


Wang Chong appeared a little surprised as he looked up at those circling eagles, but he quickly began to smile.


"Lord Marquis, shall we eliminate those eagles?" A young and immature voice came from his side. Zhang Que was also looking up at those eagles, his eyes bursting with an intense will to fight and kill. He would not permit a single error in the marquis's plan, nor would he let any person observe as they pleased.


No matter who their owners were, as long as those birds were in the sky and the Lord Marquis gave the order, he would wipe them out.


The one mistake from the White Braves assault was enough. Zhang Que would not allow a second mistake.


"There's no need."


Wang Chong indifferently waved his hand, rejecting Zhang Que's suggestion.


"There are some birds that you can eliminate, but there are others that you can't. Don't worry about these eagles. Let them do what they want. They won't affect us."


Zhang Que was still young, so it was normal for him to be cautious and want to wipe out any spies in the sky. But Wang Chong had immediately noticed the golden hoops on the right claws of these eagles, a sign that they belonged to the Qixi Protectorate army. It was clear that his construction of fortifications on the border had not only attracted the attention of the Tibetans, but of the nearby Qixi Protectorate army as well.


Since they belonged to the military system, Wang Chong naturally couldn't eliminate those eagles.


He had just barely spoken when a vigorous voice behind him began to ponder. "This… I believe there was Xiluo Na, Heba Ye, and Qunan Dun. Xiluo Na is currently garrisoned on the steppe between Qixi and the Western Turkic Khaganate. His status is on the same level as Pulan He, perhaps even a little higher. In addition, Qunan Dun is also defending against the Turkic soldiers with him. If nothing else has changed, then after Pulan He's death, the one replacing him to guard the western border of the Qixi Protectorate against the plateau should be Heba Ye."


Li Siye had served in Beiting, and though he hadn't achieved the rank of general, he had been one of the highest levels of officer, almost on the verge of being promoted to commandant. As a pure soldier, Li Siye had a significant understanding of the army.


Coupled with the fact that Beiting and Qixi were very close to each other and often cooperated in defense, he also had some understanding of the Qixi Protectorate army. It was exaggerating to say he knew it like the back of his hand, but he had some basic knowledge, like the well-known generals in its ranks.


"Heba Ye…"


Wang Chong began to look through his memories, a pensive look on his face.


He had a little understanding of the person behind this name. Compared to Pulan He, Heba Ye was more proactive, and while he commanded the army, he attacked the plateau more often than Pulan He. Unfortunately, his flaws in this aspect were fairly obvious.


This flaw was that once he failed to obtain the desired result from his operations, or when he failed in the most serious cases, Heba Ye would become abnormally defensive, more defensive than even those generals who had conservative natures. It was not one bit excessive to say that he was a turtle drawing back into its shell.


In the early stages, the Qixi Protectorate army adjacent to Ü-Tsang would occasionally launch an offensive, but during Heba Ye's tenure, the entire line began to retract and enter a passive state.


Wang Chong remembered that he had once studied material on this matter and have even been tested on it by several of his seniors from the military. He had given the following assessment: Heba Ye truly was a proactive person, and even at his most conservative, he still proactively sought out chances to attack. But his proactiveness was the sort where he had to be absolutely confident, where victory was certain. To put it another way, he was a practitioner of 'conservative proactiveness'.


But how could there ever be an opportunity for certain victory? Thus, in the later stages, Heba Ye trended toward the other extreme, entering a completely defensive state that took not even the smallest risk.


So it was him!


Wang Chong shook his head and grinned, quickly casting the thought aside.


"Get ready! Inspect all the beehives, ballista bolts, and warhorses one more time…"


Wang Chong urged his horse forward.


In the air, an eagle circled a few times before flying back the way it came.


A few moments later, in the main camp on the Qixi Protectorate army's eastern line, a general with coarse, rough skin and an extremely determined face suddenly stood up from his chair in astonishment.	"What! The people from Wushang City have constructed a fortification on the plateau?"


"Yes, Milord. They prepared a large amount of steel and brought more than five thousand craftsmen. In addition, they have six to seven thousand soldiers! They've currently gathered more than ten thousand people," the kneeling scout said.


"!!!"


Heba Ye's eyes went wide, and he found himself momentarily speechless. This was far too surprising. He had a little understanding of this Young Marquis, but… Hadn't he just finished constructing his City of Steel? Why had he run off to the plateau? Didn't he know that this was the Qixi Protectorate army's territory?


Just what he was he up to with ten thousand people?


"Milord, when we arrived, we noticed Tibetan vultures flying around. The Tibetans presumably noticed their activity and have probably dispatched soldiers. Should we send soldiers to assist?" the scout inquired.


Protecting Qixi Protectorate army and the Great Tang civilians and merchants that traversed this area was the understood duty of the Qixi Protectorate army. Wushang's ten-thousand-some people, with more than five thousand being craftsmen, could never stop the Tibetan army.


"There's no need." Heba Ye immediately rejected the idea. The mobilization of the army was no trifling matter, and though the ten thousand people of Wushang were important, the safety of the Qixi Protectorate army was even more important. He could not risk the lives of tens of thousands of soldiers. But Heba Ye quickly began to hesitate.


"No, wait a moment. This is a serious matter. Quickly notify the Protector-General and have him determine what should be done! In addition, dispatch more scouts and eagles. I want to know the moment something happens. The Lord of Wushang is the Young Marquis of the Great Tang, the Sage Emperor's personal disciple. If something happens to him, none of us will be able to bear the consequences!"


"Yes!"


The scout quickly left with his orders. A few moments later, a messenger bird took off, flying toward the nearby Qixi Protectorate headquarters.


……


"What is this boy thinking!"


In the Qixi Protectorate headquarters, Fumeng Lingcha had been drinking tea in his chair, but when he received the news, he stood up in shock. This was the most surprising news he had received since Wang Chong had entered Wushang. He would never have expected that the first thing Wang Chong would do after getting a foothold in Wushang was to run off to the Tibetan Plateau.


"Lord Protector-General, this really doesn't make sense! Just what did this Wang Clan scion come to Wushang for? Does he want to attack the Tibetans? But with just his ten-thousand-some people, and five thousand being craftsmen who don't know martial arts, isn't that idea just ridiculous?" said a confused voice. Fumeng Lingcha was not the only one puzzled by this matter. The subordinates who stood guard at his side were just as confused.


"But if he wasn't aiming to deal with the Tibetans, why would he run off to the plateau? Does he not know of the risks?" the other Qixi officer said.


The hall instantly fell quiet. In the war of the southwest, Wang Chong had made an enormous contribution. If one said that he had brought just this many people with him to the plateau for something else other than dealing with the Tibetans, no one would believe it, yet if one said that he had done so to deal with the Tibetans, they would find the idea even more absurd.


The plateau was chilly and far above sea level, the air thin. Even Fumeng Lingcha and the other Hu could only stay a while before withdrawing their army, and they even had to constantly relieve the garrisons, so how could the Han be capable of this feat? Moreover, if the Tibetans couldn't win, they would just run. That was their land, and they knew every grass and shrub like the back of their hands. Could someone be more familiar with that place than them?


If the Tibetans refused battle, anything Wang Chong did would be meaningless. Moreover, the plateau was perfect for the Tibetan charge. It was highly possible that not even scraps would be left of Wang Chong's ten thousand men.


Then the question was, why had Wang Chong led his forces there?


Had he lost his mind?


For a moment, even those extremely experienced veteran officers in the hall were baffled.


In the end, it was still Fumeng Lingcha who broke the silence. "Heh, I was even thinking about how to deal with that brat. I didn't think that he would run off to attack the Tibetans. He did this himself, so even if the Imperial Court investigates, I can profess complete innocence." His eyes narrowed with a chilly light.


"Pass on my order. Tell Heba Ye that he should remain where he is. Without my order, he is forbidden from sending reinforcements. In addition, if that boy from the Wang Clan dies in battle, immediately inform me. Although I won't help him, I still have to recover his corpse, or else those old censors in the court will come and make trouble for me again."


"Yes!"


The messenger quickly left with the order.
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Putting aside the movements in the Qixi Protectorate headquarters, on the Tibetan Plateau, Wang Chong's Wushang Cavalry and the experts he had brought from the great clans were currently preparing for battle.


Neigh!


The excited cries of horses came from the distance, instantly shattering the calm of the plateau. The Tibetans had reacted much faster than expected, and in the blink of an eye, the ground began to quake. Thousands of Tibetan cavalry began to gallop out from the horizon in a dense black tide.


Their mountain-toppling momentum blotted out the skies, striking dread into every heart.


The winds suddenly began to rage, and the atmosphere on the steppe instantly turned tense.


"Ready!"


Wang Chong raised his sword and pointed it forward, his voice calm and composed. There was no fear on Wang Chong's face at the sight of these thousands of charging Tibetan cavalry, only endless anticipation. If he wanted to change the fate of Qixi, the Western Regions, the entire empire, he had to start here.


Clang! Armor clattered, and barely a moment after Wang Chong gave the order, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry behind him were ready. They silently stood behind Wang Chong like looming mountains. 'Strike as quickly as fire; be as immovable as a mountain.' Although the army was motionless, every person could sense the volcanic energy lurking underneath the calm exterior.


Ten li, eight li, six li…


As the Tibetans drew closer and closer, it became possible to see the breath coming from their mouths and the weapons rattling in their hands.


"It's the Mountain Army!" someone cried out in alarm—not from Wang Chong's camp, but from the Qixi Protectorate army scouts several hundred zhang away. They often fought with the Tibetans, so they were very familiar with the different Tibetan armies. At a glance they had seen the symbol of a mountain peak on the left side of these Tibetans' chests.


The Tibetans had different armies according to the different terrains, dividing their army into the Plains Army, the Steppe Army, and the Mountain Army. Of these, the Mountain Army was the most formidable.


Cavalry were most suited for fighting on flat terrain, so one could easily imagine the strength of cavalry that were capable of fighting on the complicated terrain of mountains.


The average strength of the Mountain Army was far greater than that of the other armies, and they were not only extremely strong. The horses that they rode had undergone special training. Not only were they more muscular than the normal highland steed, they could run even faster, and their flesh was tougher, able to endure intense pursuit and collisions.


Most importantly, all the soldiers of the Mountain Army had participated in attacks on other countries. They were all richly-experienced veterans.


Everyone in Qixi knew that the Mountain Army of Ü-Tsang had once detoured around Qixi and entered the steppe, where they defeated a force of Western Turkic cavalry that far outnumbered them.


The Qixi Protectorate army was garrisoned in a complex border region and fought battles throughout the year. In comparison to the armies of the interior, the Qixi Protectorate army was definitely one of the finest.


When encountering a Tibetan army, it was often able to hold the line and launch a counterattack, forcing back the enemy using its soldiers' strength and training.


But when fighting the Mountain Army, the Qixi Protectorate army would often have a casualty ratio of eight to ten. To put it another way, for every eight Tibetan deaths, at least ten Qixi Protectorate soldiers would have to accompany them to the grave.


Of the armies of the Tibetan Plateau, the Mountain Army was the one that made the Qixi Protectorate army most apprehensive. Even if Pulan He or Heba Ye encountered the Mountain Army, they would signal the entire army to strengthen the fortifications and put everything into defense. If necessary, they might even pull out of the plateau to temporarily avoid the edge.


"It's over! They ran into the Mountain Army! They're dead for sure!"


The scouts appeared nervous and concerned. Although they were not supporters of Wang Chong, they were still all Tang. They would also be affected if Wang Chong and his forces were killed.


"We can't do anything. General gave the order forbidding us from mobilizing. Just their forces alone could never stand up against the Tibetan Mountain Army, but they still might have time to withdraw from the plateau," said a Qixi scout with a centipede-like scar on his neck.


"It's too late," another Qixi scout said. "Once they retreat, the Tibetans will keep charging down the slope, and have even more power behind them than if they were charging across flat land. Retreat would just make them die more quickly. No matter what they do now, they're doomed. No one can save them."


Only experienced and veteran elites of the army could be made scouts, and when these elites saw the Mountain Army, they could immediately predict the fate of Wang Chong's forces.


In the distance, the vast Tibetan army did not charge forward. Rather, it stopped around two thousand zhang away, the horses neighing as countless gazes looked toward that triangular gap in the northeast corner.


"These Tang barbarians are truly stubborn. One base is enough, but they even dare to expand here. Do they think the plateau is theirs?"


At the front of the army, a stocky and hairy Tibetan general with a swarthy face glared viciously ahead, holding a strange spiked staff more than one zhang long.


"General, that triangular gap is a vital path that we use to enter Qixi, Longxi, and the Turkic steppe. We cannot let them obstruct it," a Tibetan officer said.


Although this gap on the northeast corner of the Tibetan Plateau wasn't large, it was one of the shortcuts in the north of Ü-Tsang used by the Tibetans to enter and exit the plateau. This was why the Tibetan cavalry had reacted so quickly when they discovered that Wang Chong was wantonly constructing a base there.


Buluhu, the swarthy-faced Tibetan general, viciously shouted, "Pass on my order! All soldiers, charge and kill them all!"


"Yes, General!"


A messenger quickly left, but before he could go far, he was called back.


"Wait!"


The sight of those steel walls gleaming across the steppe like fish scales gave Buluhu pause. As a well-known general of northern Ü-Tsang, Buluhu was much more cautious than the average officer.


Those scale-like steel walls aroused his instinctive suspicion.


"Let's hold for a moment. Dispatch a group of cavalry to probe them. If there's no problem, then we'll kill them all!" Buluhu sternly said.


"Yes, General!"


The vigorous and mournful blare of the yak horns began to rise from the Tibetan army. The army was restless for a few moments, and very quickly, a vanguard of around two thousand soldiers was dispatched.


"Lord Marquis, they've sent a vanguard," Li Siye said.




"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded and smiled.


"The commander this time seems different. He's apparently much more cautious."


Tibetans were mostly very straightforward and valiant people. It was very rare to see one dispatch a vanguard to probe the enemy forces.


"Ready!"


Wang Chong waved his sword, and three hundred Wushang Cavalry rode out from behind the steel walls, charging toward the Tibetan vanguard.


"Bastard!"


At this sight, Buluhu and the officers around him narrowed their eyes in anger. The Ü-Tsang Mountain Army had traveled all over and killed an uncountable number of enemies. Never had they encountered such a presumptuous foe.


"Kill them all for me. Don't leave a single one alive!" Buluhu icily said.


In the distance, the two thousand Tibetan cavalry were getting faster and faster. Eight hundred zhang, seven hundred zhang, six hundred zhang…


"Kiiill!"


With an earth-shattering roar, the two thousand soldiers of the vanguard pulled out their scimitars, their eyes red as they charged at the three hundred Wushang.


While charging, the two thousand Mountain Army soldiers adjusted their formation. They formed into seven groups, three hundred to each group, forming a seven-layered Echelon Formation that surged toward the Wushang Cavalry like a tide.


The earth shuddered as the energy of the Tibetan cavalry fused together. As the hooves thundered down, the earth seemed unable to take their weight.


Unlike the Tibetans, the three hundred Wushang Cavalry were silent. With no noise, their formation began to lengthen, eventually forming an Arrow Formation that shot toward the two-thousand-strong Tibetan vanguard.


Although they made no noise, they exuded an indescribable intimidation.


Four hundred zhang, three hundred zhang, two hundred zhang…


As the distance closed, the air tensed. Everyone was focused on the three hundred Wushang Cavalry and two thousand Tibetan Mountain Army soldiers.


"Damn it, what are they doing?"


"They're seeking their own deaths! Have they gone crazy?"


"Those three hundred cavalry will all be killed! Not a single one will be left!"


In the distance, the Qixi Protectorate army scouts paled. Even an elite division from the Qixi Protectorate army would not dare to be so reckless as to send three hundred cavalry against six or seven times their number.


None of them had expected Wang Chong to engage in such a plan.


As they watched on in shock, the Wushang Cavalry drew closer and closer to the enemy. Clang! Without the slightest hesitation, they unsheathed their swords and hastened their charge.


Forty zhang, thirty zhang, twenty zhang…


As the moment of clash neared, the three hundred Wushang Cavalry remained silent, kicking clouds of dust into the tension-soaked atmosphere.


Bang!


With a mighty explosion, the two forces of cavalry smashed into each other. Neeeigh! Gusts roared and thousands of warhorses cried out loudly enough to suppress any other sound on the plateau.


Boomboomboom!


After what seemed like both seconds and countless years, the sounds of warhorses crashing down began to resound through the battlefield.


For a moment, screams, horse whinnies, and the clashing of weapons formed into a din, but this stalemate persisted for only a few moments. Under countless shocked gazes, the three hundred Wushang Cavalry suddenly cut upon the Tibetan defense like a sharp knife.


"Kill!"


Only now did the Wushang roar in fury. Three hundred halos reverberated under their feet, forming a line that sent the Tibetan cavalry across from them flying into the air.


One layer, two layers, three layers…


The Tibetan Echelon Formation seemed to be made of paper in front of the Wushang Cavalry, not even able to take a single blow as it tore apart.


"Ah!"


Shrill screams filled the air. Such was the power of the cavalry charge that those Tibetan cavalry in the way were sent flying ten-some zhang from the impact along with their horses, their bones and muscles shattered.


This sight was shocking beyond belief!


Before anyone had time to react, the seven echelons of the Tibetan vanguard had been completely run through by the three hundred Wushang Cavalry.
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"This is impossible!"


In the distance, Buluhu's eyes were open wide, his face covered in disbelief. The excessive shock and surprise had left his entire body trembling.


"This can't be happening!"


His body leaned forward, his hands and feet icy cold.


The scouts from the Qixi Protectorate were similarly stunned. Three hundred had unexpectedly defeated two thousand, a force nearly seven times their number.


"Impossible! Impossible… Just what sort of people are they?!"


These were all elites of the Qixi Protectorate army who had taken part in their fair share of battles, but they had never seen such formidable cavalry. Not only had they defeated a more numerous enemy, they had swept through them like they were dry weeds.


A few seconds later, the plateau was covered in countless corpses, man and horse. Weapons, limbs and blood were scattered across the grass in a radius of several hundred zhang.


A gruesome scene!


Whatever anyone else was thinking, on the battlefield, the clash between three hundred and two thousand had already been decided. The Tibetan formation had been cleaved open, with more than six hundred Tibetan cavalry dying in the first round. The remaining fourteen hundred were in a state of complete mayhem.


Squelch! Blades sliced through flesh as the three hundred Wushang Cavalry quickly divided into six teams of fifty that thrust into the remaining Tibetan cavalry like nooses, scattering them even more and beginning the reaping.


Without any formation and left to fight on their own, the Tibetans were simply no match for Wang Chong's Wushang Cavalry. In just a few moments, they had suffered grievous casualties—eight hundred, twelve hundred, fourteen hundred…


Soon, the Tibetan army had completely collapsed, their corpses carpeting the ground.


"Withdraw!"


In the distance, Buluhu finally gave the order to withdraw, unable to keep watching. At this order, the remaining Tibetan cavalry took flight like startled birds.


"Let them retreat."


Wang Chong faintly smiled. Rather than chasing a cornered enemy, having these Tibetans experience the true power of his side was enough.


The three hundred Wushang Cavalry quickly reformed and returned. The entire process occurred in a silent and orderly fashion, just as they had left, with the same indescribable intimidation.


At this moment, let alone the Qixi scouts observing the battle from nearby, even the distant Buluhu and his Tibetan soldiers were speechless.


A deathly stillness had settled over the battlefield, suffused with an indescribable pressure.


"What are the casualties?" Wang Chong asked.


"One heavily injured, two lightly injured. The rest are fine," Li Siye reported.


"Good enough."


Wang Chong smiled. These casualties were acceptable. Now that they had finished cultivating the Wushang Halo, the Wushang Cavalry were on a completely different level, more than enough to deal with that Tibetan vanguard.


After all, the Wushang Cavalry were hailed as the strongest force of cavalry in the era of calamity.


The entire plateau descended into an eerie silence. Wang Chong did not continue his attacks, and in the distance, Buluhu and his Ü-Tsang Mountain Army remained quiet. Though they continued to look in Wang Chong's direction, they did not hastily launch any further attacks.


"Lord Marquis, they seemed to have become even more cautious. They probably won't attack for a while," Li Siye suddenly said as he looked forward.


The three hundred cavalry truly had succeeded in defeating the enemy, but they had also made Buluhu even more cautious and less likely to attack. The goal of this incursion onto the plateau was dealing with the Tibetans, uprooting all the strength they had in the area.


If they retracted back into their shell, then this mission would be pointless.


"Relax. It's fine if they attack, and even better if they don't."


Wang Chong grinned, confident and assured. He had made many plans and prepared an extremely long time for this operation, so it wasn't important to Wang Chong how the Tibetans reacted.


He suddenly turned his head and said, "Pass on my order to begin the second phase of the plan."


"Heave! Ho! Heave! Ho!…"


Shouts came from the plateau below, and after a few moments, craftsmen emerged with ropes on their backs and made their way up.


The ropes were tied to heavy steel modules.


Ten, twenty, one hundred, five hundred… in a few short moments, thousands of craftsmen transferred from the City of Steel had pulled a large number of steel modules up to the plateau.


"Milord, what are they doing?"


The turmoil on Wang Chong's side had attracted the notice of the Tibetans, and the officers were currently observing the situation with an uneasy feeling in their minds.


This Tang army was far too strange, different from any other army they had encountered. And those steel walls thrust into the plateau made them all extremely anxious.


"Don't rush. See what they're doing first. We'll still have time to strike once we see what they're up to," Buluhu said.


The layers of steel somewhat obstructed their view, so they could only see that the number of people had increased.


"Look! Milord, it's smoke!" a Tibetan officer suddenly said. Following his gaze, the other officers could clearly see that a thick plume of smoke was rising from behind the walls, from within the Tang army.


"What are these Tang barbarians doing?"


Buluhu's brow deeply creased as an indescribably strange feeling overtook him. In his years of campaigning, he had never seen something like this, so he could not understand the goal of his enemy's tactics.


More plumes were beginning to rise, multiplying as he continued to think.


"Those are… furnace fires!"


Suddenly, in a flash of insight, Buluhu understood, and his entire body trembled. Those strange plumes of black smoke were the smoke from furnaces.


Whoosh!


At this moment, all the Tibetans could see the flames rising from the distant Tang army.


"What are these bastards up to?"


Buluhu was growing more and more perplexed. Furnace fires, steel, and around seven thousand cavalry—never had he seen such a puzzling display. In truth, it wasn't just Buluhu. The entire Ü-Tsang Mountain Army was confused by this sight.


But this confusion did not last for long. They soon determined the goal of these furnace fires.


"General, look over there!"


Past the scattered steel walls, they could slowly see another, higher, steel wall rising up, glimmering with a silver sheen.


Yes! This was a steel wall, different from those smaller steel plates thrust into the ground. This steel wall was an authentic portion of what would be a fortress.


"General, this is bad! The Tang want to build a fortress on the plateau! They want to build a base here!"


At this moment, everyone finally understood the aims of the Tang army. Unlike past armies, it didn't plan on some brief incursion. It intended to build a fortress of steel and put down roots to stand guard forevermore.


The Tibetans were both stunned and infuriated.


Since ancient times, the Tibetan Plateau had always been regarded as a blessed land conferred by the heavens to the Tibetan people. No other country or people could taint it. A temporary garrison here was one thing, but building a fortress of steel for a long-term garrison, even occupying the land, was another thing entirely.


More than that, these Tang were obstructing one of the most important entry points of the plateau.


And most unacceptable of all was that these Tang were building a fortress on the plateau right in front of the Tibetan army.


"Impudent!"


Even though Buluhu had a cautious and composed personality, even he couldn't prevent his face from turning red, his rage from bubbling out from between clenched teeth.


"These Tang have no regard for anyone else. Their arrogance is as high as the heavens! Pass on my order! All troops, stand ready! Kill all these Tang and don't leave behind a single survivor! Let them know what it means for a mantis to try and stop a carriage, how gravely they have overestimated their strength!"


Suddenly, an officer at Buluhu's side began to shout. "General, no, wait a moment." For some time, his gaze had been fixed on Wang Chong and he had been silent. Now, however, he seemed to wake up from a dream, and his expression became extremely agitated and fearful. "I remember now. That youth seems to be Wushang's…"


But his words were interrupted by Buluhu's scarlet eyes. "What Wushang! Don't say anything! I don't care who he is! Anyone who dares to build a fortress on the plateau is a dead man. All soldiers, attack!"


……


Bwoooom!


The plaintive horns sounded, traveling far across the plains. The vast sea of Tibetan cavalry two thousand zhang away began to move, their horses neighing and armor clattering as a murderous energy began to explode outward, aimed at Wang Chong's forces.


"Not good; they're about to attack! Quickly inform General!"


The Qixi scouts paled and immediately began to fall back. Meanwhile, two horsemen broke away from their group, galloping toward the main camp of the Qixi Protectorate army on the eastern line. In this battle, the fate of one side was already sealed, so they had to report this matter as quickly as possible.


……


Putting aside the reaction of the Qixi scouts, Wang Chong and Li Siye were completely unworried. On the contrary, they were actually quite pleased to see the Tibetan army slowly prepare for attack.


"Lord Marquis, our plan was effective," Li Siye said as he peered into the distance.
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"Mm."


Wang Chong raised his head slightly and smiled.


"This Tibetan commander is extremely cautious, but even the most cautious commander wouldn't be able to just watch as we built fortifications on the plateau, especially since the fortress we're building will also be filling up this triangular gap that's vital for leaving the plateau. If he were still able to endure, we could have just upped the construction speed and even begun constructing a second fortress… A man's patience has a limit. I don't believe that those impulsive Tibetans can last this long."


Ü-Tsang, unlike the Central Plains, was not an agricultural society. Their culture foreordained that they could not be as patient and enduring as the Han. Their nature made them trend toward acting on instinct, and it was for this reason that they were known throughout the world for their ferocity and courage. To put it another way, they were impulsive.


The most cautious and wise Tibetans were only less impulsive in comparison to their peers. People like Dalun Ruozan, well-versed in the texts of the Central Plains, composed, calm, and intelligent, were extremely rare in the Ü-Tsang Empire and could be counted on one hand.


And no matter what, a Tibetan general of such caliber would never just randomly appear in this army before him.


"Have them get ready!"


Wang Chong looked forward while raising an arm.


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


Li Siye bowed and quickly turned his horse to the rear. 'As swift as the wind, as orderly as the breeze blowing through a forest, immovable as a mountain, aggressive as fire.' The Wushang Cavalry behind Wang Chong had already been trained to their peak. Their every movement was as one, and they worked with a tacit understanding that no other soldier could match.


There was none of the loud ruckus made by the Tibetan cavalry. A single order was enough for the army to swiftly gather, forming a stark contrast with the Tibetans. Yet this silent and oppressive killing aura, coupled with the fact that three hundred of them were fresh from their overwhelming victory over two thousand, made it seem like this was the calm before a storm, a formidable pressure that no noise could overcome!


Buzz!


The Tibetans began their assault far faster than expected. A few seconds later, the earth began to quake and the plateau grass began to sway and rustle. Meanwhile, the thousands of cavalry were slowly building up speed as they charged.


"Kiiill!"


In an instant, it felt like the sky had torn open. The thousands of Tibetans began to shout and yell, their unified roars reaching into the heavens.


"Full charge, River Formation! Charge in through the spaces between the walls. If those Tang barbarians think that they can stop us by just setting up a few steel walls, then they've made a grave mistake," Buluhu viciously said.


The Mountain Army was different from other cavalry, which only knew how to charge on open area like the plains, steppe, or the plateau. No matter how complicated the terrain, even on complex mountainous terrain, the Mountain Army could still charge through. Anyone who believed that a few walls could stop them was being far too naive and deeply underestimating them.


Rumble!


The shuddering intensified and the grass began to sway even more. Eighteen hundred zhang, seventeen hundred zhang, sixteen hundred zhang, fifteen hundred zhang… the distance was shrinking and the Tibetan warhorses were only getting faster. Behind them, churning clouds of dust rose several dozen zhang into the air, adding to the astonishing momentum of the Tibetan charge.


Not only that, while charging, the Tibetans did not take up their usual Echelon Formation. Instead, they split up into hundreds of small groups, all of them aimed at the gaps in Wang Chong's front row of steel walls. In this entire process, none of the Tibetans slowed down, only got faster and faster.


"Interesting! This Tibetan commander is definitely unusual!"


At this sight, Wang Chong half-closed his eyes. The primary role of this scattered array of steel walls was disrupting the famed Tibetan Echelon Formation and its endless waves of assault.


This Tibetan commander was not only unusual for remaining cautious even with an overwhelming advantage in numbers. In a situation where the Echelon Formation couldn't be used, he had still formed his army into another extremely powerful charging formation.


This aspect alone put him over the vast majority of Tibetan commanders.


"Unfortunately, this still isn't enough, because you simply have no clue what you're facing!"


Wang Chong's eyes twinkled for a moment, but he quickly returned to normal.


The Tibetan general was quite outstanding, but alas, he was completely unaware that he was not facing any ordinary Tang army, but the supreme 'War Saint' of the Central Plains. The skills he had displayed were nothing at all in Wang Chong's eyes.


The steel walls that Wang Chong had erected were also not as simple as he thought they were.


"Xu Keyi, have all the craftsmen retreat to the rear. There's no need to halt construction on the fort. I have a feeling that these walls will quickly come into play," Wang Chong said, his eyes still looking forward.


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


Xu Keyi bowed and quickly fell back. The three thousand craftsmen at the front quickly retreated to the rear of the army, where they also began to work on the construction of the massive fortress.


Fourteen hundred zhang, thirteen hundred zhang, twelve hundred zhang, eleven hundred zhang…


The vast Tibetan cavalry covered the earth, howling through the air as they grew faster and faster, closer and closer. When they reached one thousand zhang, rumble! A halo spread out from Wang Chong's feet, swiftly expanding to his entire army.


Clang!


A sword swept through the air, and in that moment, a gale stirred and metal began to clatter. Five thousand Wushang Cavalry shot forward like an arrow leaving its bow, their horses neighing. Though only five thousand, they gave off the invincible aura of tens of thousands.


The Wushang Halo, the Halo of Sharpness, the Halo of Dusk Stallion… these halos appeared beneath the feet of the Wushang Cavalry. At the very front of the army, Li Siye's giant figure led the charge. Beneath his feet, a massive Halo of Thorns exploded like a storm, swiftly spreading to every Wushang.


At the start, the ground beneath the five thousand Wushang had been dim, with no halos whatsoever, but in an instant, four to five top-class halos had been added beneath them, and with the addition of the halos from the other officers, each Wushang Cavalry had at least seven different halos.


Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, Xu Keyi… these people each cultivated a different war halo, and when all these halos covered the army, these Wushang Cavalry that didn't seem very strong were instantly bolstered to terrifying heights.


"How could this be?"


The rapidly swelling strength of the Great Tang cavalry had a massive impact on the Tibetan Mountain Army. This was like a tiny and insignificant ant suddenly transforming into a giant that could move mountains.


And the numerous powerful halos beneath the feet of the cavalry were even more astonishing.


All the Tibetans felt an enormous pressure.


Even their commander, Buluhu, couldn't help but widen his eyes. He had fought in many places: the Western Regions, Arabia, Greater and Lesser Balur, Tukhara, the Great Tang… but of all the armies he had encountered, none of them had given off as formidable an aura as this army.


Buluhu wanted to alter his plans, wanted to warn his troops, but it was too late. An arrow, once fired, could not be recalled, and besides, this was no longer his choice. Once cavalry began to increase in speed, it wasn't possible to stop them in a short timeframe, and any attempts to do so would only result in self-destruction.


Just where did this army come from?


This was the only thought Buluhu had time for, as the two armies were already colliding. Boom! Five thousand Wushang Cavalry struck like a bolt of lightning into the Tibetan cavalry.


Clang!


In this din of metal, no one noticed Wang Chong observing the battle, smiling as he unleashed both the Bane of the Battlefield and the Bane of Generals. The two halos exploded outward and attached to the Tibetan cavalry, including their commander.


The cries of alarm were almost immediate as the entire Tibetan Mountain Army instantly felt their strength drop without any warning.


Neigh!


The cries of horses echoed over the plateau, and then, under countless stunned eyes, the thirty to forty thousand soldiers of the Tibetan Mountain Army began to collapse, mowed down by the five thousand Wushang Cavalry.


The five thousand Wushang Cavalry swept through the army like no one was there, the Tibetans unable to take even a single blow. Countless Tibetans along with their horses were jolted aside and into the air.


"Stop them… Stop them!"


"Those who retreat will die! Attack them from the flanks!"


"Echelon Formation, form up a defense!"


"No one can defeat us Tibetans on the plateau! Attack!"


Shrill shouts filled the air as the Tibetan officers shouted order after order, but no order could avert the Tibetan collapse. The entire army had crumbled, crumbled so quickly that it was difficult to believe.


……


"Heavens! What am I looking at?! Quickly report this to the General! Hurry!"


"I've gone crazy! How could our Great Tang have such a formidable army! This is the plateau! And they're fighting Ü-Tsang's elite Mountain Army!"


"General definitely won't believe us."


Far from the battlefield, eagles were taking off into the sky as the spectating Qixi scouts watched the battle in shock and awe. After fighting with the Tibetans for so many years, they were finally seeing that the Great Tang cavalry could also be this formidable and possess such a powerful charge.


On the plateau, they were even capable of utterly crushing those Tibetans, the 'proud sons of the plateau'.
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Five thousand, seven thousand, nine thousand… in the distance, the losses of the Tibetan Mountain Army had risen to incredible levels, and this number was still climbing at an astonishing pace. The power and efficiency of five thousand Wushang Cavalry charging in Arrow Formation simply couldn't be compared to the three hundred from before.


But the battle was far from over.


"Ready!"


A loud voice echoed through the skies. In front of the scale-like steel walls, Chen Bin raised his sword. Cavalry charging at high speeds wouldn't just stop, and though Li Siye had led the Wushang in a charge through their ranks, dividing the army in two, those two halves were still hurtling toward the walls.


Right now, with Wang Chong's five thousand Wushang Cavalry already deployed, the Tang had only around fifteen hundred elites from the southwest and experts from the great clans. Sixty zhang, fifty zhang, forty zhang, thirty zhang… the distance was getting smaller and smaller, and if these Tibetan cavalry charging under their inertia were not stopped, the eight thousand craftsmen transferred from the City of Steel to the plateau would be crushed beneath the hooves of the Tibetan warhorses.


Twenty-five zhang, twenty-four zhang, twenty-three zhang…


At twenty zhang, Chen Bin finally gave the order.


"Release!"


Buzz!


Thousands of arrows suddenly exploded out of the foremost of the steel walls, covering the sky.


"Aaaah!" Screams filled the air as countless Tibetans and their horses were pincushioned, their corpses falling to the ground.


'Beehives', this heavy weaponry that Wang Chong had installed within the City of Steel, had also been installed on the plateau for this battle and were now displaying their formidable killing power.


"Release!"


Chen Bin waved his sword, and yet another volley of arrows was fired, felling several thousand more Tibetan cavalry before the walls. The operation of the 'beehives' was extremely simple, and even though Chen Bin commanded only around fifteen hundred cavalry, he could utilize three thousand beehives.


And each beehive had forty to fifty arrows.


All fired at once, this was 150,000 arrows, and this was only with what Wang Chong had available to him. Even the Tibetans and their plate armor would suffer heavy casualties against these volleys of arrows that came at them from every angle.


"Careful!"


"Dodge the arrows!"


Tibetan shouts rang out over the battlefield. These terrifying attacks made all the Tibetan officers tremble in fear. No one had expected that even without the terrifying force of five thousand cavalry, the remaining Tang forces would still possess such frightening fighting power.


In this exchange, seven to eight thousand Tibetans had fallen beneath those silver walls, the dense gathering of human and horse corpses forming yet another barrier for the Tang.


"What's going on here? They definitely aren't the Qixi Protectorate army. Where could such a formidable Tang army have come from?"


All the Tibetans felt a deep shock and an even greater fear. The power of those five thousand cavalry and this dreadful volley of arrows had surpassed all their expectations.


The entire army was in chaos.


Roooar!


At this moment, everyone heard a heaven-shaking roar, a peal of thunder that cleaved open the skies and awed the entire plateau.


As the battlefield fell into chaos, Li Siye, the commander of the Wushang Cavalry, finally struck. A powerful Sword Qi soared into the sky like a storm, momentarily looking down from the sky before slashing down at the greatest concentration of Tibetans.


"Aaaah!" Screams of the dying filled the air as the Sword Qi swept over the earth. It cleaved open a pitch-black fissure in the earth, twenty-some zhang long, and also cleaved apart the commander of the Tibetan Mountain Army, Buluhu.


Buluhu's eyes were wide open as the two halves of his body were struck by the wind and toppled to the ground.


Although Buluhu was a Tibetan general of some fame in the northern region of the plateau, he was still no match for the future Invincible Great General Li Siye.


He had still died to Li Siye's full-strength blow.


With Buluhu dead, the remaining Tibetans were leaderless, hastening their collapse.


"Run!"


The first to flee were Buluhu's personal guards. Against the terrifying Wushang Cavalry and the surrounding corpses of their comrades, Buluhu's elite guards had lost their nerve.


Regardless of where these Great Tang cavalry had come from, the Tibetans were simply no match for them.


The fleeing guards were like a signal. In an instant, the Mountain Army fell apart, all of the soldiers losing their confidence.


In the face of this army of unprecedented strength, the veteran Mountain Army that had subjugated so many countries was collapsing like a crumbling mountain face, all their ferocity and courage vanishing into nothingness.


"Run!"


"Hurry and tell the Great General!"


The Tibetan cavalry took flight like startled birds, madly taking off in every direction. These soldiers with no will to fight were easy prey for the Wushang Cavalry.


Swish, swish, swish…


Sharp swords sliced through flesh as the five thousand Wushang Cavalry pursued the fleeing army. More and more corpses of the Mountain Army fell to the ground.


An hour later, when the battle was over, the plateau was awash with blood and corpses. The Tibetans had left more than twenty thousand corpses behind.


"There's no need to chase anymore!"


Li Siye drew out a line on the grass with his sword, forbidding his soldiers from further pursuit.


"Do not pursue a cornered enemy. Lord Marquis means that defeating them is enough. Treat the wounded and clean up the battlefield!"


"Yes, Milord!"


There was a clattering of metal as the Wushang Cavalry gathered together and returned. All the wounded were collected and brought back for treatment.


This intense battle had not even lasted an hour, and in the end, it had been the side with greater numbers that had been thoroughly defeated.


"This is impossible! When did Wushang get such a powerful army?!" A cry of alarm could be heard, not from the Qixi Protectorate army scouts, but from Qixi's general of the eastern line, Heba Ye. When he heard the news, he had immediately rushed his soldiers over, but he had never expected to see such a sight.


"General, should we go over?" a deputy general asked.


Heba Ye thought for few moments before answering, "There's no need. First report to Lord Protector-General and wait for his orders."


There was no one in Qixi that didn't know of the relationship between the Protector-General and the Wang Clan scion of Wushang. Until the Protector-General gave his orders, Heba Ye did not dare to rashly make any decisions.


Moreover, in Wang Chong's battle with the Tibetans, the Qixi Protectorate army had never intended to send reinforcements, so Heba Ye and his deputies had come dressed in the armor of ordinary soldiers, so no one except those in the Qixi Protectorate army would know. Thus, it didn't matter if he met with Wang Chong or not.


"Let's go!"


Heba Ye turned his horse around and left.


"Lord Marquis, look! People from the Qixi Protectorate army!" Zhang Que suddenly pointed.


Following Zhang Que's finger, Wang Chong's group saw the back of Heba Ye's group.


Cheng Sanyuan suddenly laughed and said, "Lightning Chaser, Fast Flyer, Bronze Noble1—what excellent horses! When did the scouts of the Qixi Protectorate army ride such fine steeds?"




"If you want to act, you have to play the full part. Heba Ye and his officers are still a little lacking!" Wang Chong smiled as well.


Although he hadn't seen their faces, from the quality of their horses alone, Wang Chong could guess at their identity.


The Great Tang had regulations regarding this, and one basically needed to be a general to be able to ride a horse of that quality. Someone of the Qixi Protectorate army at this level who would appear here was highly likely to be Heba Ye and his deputies.


"Lord Marquis, these fellows would refuse help to the dying!" Su Shixuan said, his voice rather furious and indignant. "They were so close by and yet refused to send soldiers, and their commander Heba Ye even disguised himself to come and take a look! Why don't we go and talk things over with them?"


Tibetans were the greatest foe of the Great Tang, and they were constant threats, whether it was in Longxi, Anxi, or Qixi. By wiping out the Tibetans, Wang Chong was actually helping the Qixi Protectorate army.


But even though the Qixi Protectorate army was clearly capable of helping, it refused to send reinforcements. The thought of it made one laugh in scorn.


Wang Chong waved his hand and indifferently said, "Forget it. There's no need to lower ourselves to their level, and besides, they also need to keep Fumeng Lingcha happy. Without Fumeng Lingcha's order, he would never dare send soldiers."


This battle had always been a part of his plans, and he had never planned for the participation of the Qixi Protectorate army, so their presence or non-presence was not important.


"Prepare yourselves and hurry the construction. This fortress will be very useful in the upcoming battle. In addition, I have a feeling that Dayan Mangban is about to get the news."


Wang Chong gave an enigmatic smile.


In this excursion to the plateau, Wang Chong's main goal was still Dayan Mangban. In order to shoot the rider, one had to first shoot the horse, and in order to capture the king, one had to capture the underlings. And there was no bigger threat in Qixi than Dayan Mangban.


If he had not attacked the Qixi Protectorate like a madman, heedless of the price he paid, the armies of the Qixi Protectorate would not have ended up so short of soldiers.


In this aspect, the threat Dayan Mangban posed was even greater than the threat of an Ü-Tsang Great General like Dusong Mangpoje.


This was why Wang Chong had placed him at the top of the kill list.


"Hurry up! Lord Marquis has decreed that if we reach the third level within four hours, everyone will be rewarded fifty taels of silver."


In the rear of the army, the eight thousand craftsmen were busy at work, racing to put all their strength into building the fortress. Furnace after furnace was stoked to life, and waves of heat surged into the heavens.

______________
1. Lightning Chaser, Fast Flyer, and Bronze Noble were the names of three of Qin Shi Huang's seven horses.↩
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With the battle concluded, Wang Chong was putting all his efforts into building up the fortifications as quickly as possible. Meanwhile, Heba Ye was delivering the news to the Qixi Protectorate headquarters.


"What? Impossible! Heba Ye, you are sure that this is correct? Did the Ü-Tsang Mountain Army really have twenty to thirty thousand soldiers?" In the main hall of the protectorate headquarters, Fumeng Lingcha bolted off this throne and stared in disbelief at Heba Ye, who had personally come from his camp.


"Lord Protector-General, your subordinate personally witnessed it. There is no mistake!" the kneeling Heba Ye said, his head hanging even lower.


He had originally wanted to send a scout over, but owing to the seriousness of the matter and the importance the Protector-General placed on that Wang Clan son, he had ultimately decided to personally visit.


Moreover, this matter was simply too shocking and had never happened in all the history of Qixi's interactions with the plateau. Heba Ye did not dare make any decisions on his own, nor did he wish to see any misunderstandings or gaps in knowledge.


Thus, he had personally come to the Qixi Protectorate to explain the matter to Fumeng Lingcha.


"Impossible! Without permission of the Imperial Court, privately raising an army will result in the death penalty, and besides, how could he possibly possess such powerful soldiers?" Fumeng Lingcha said in shock.


Although there had been news that a Tang army had taken some secret path to infiltrate the Tibetan Plateau and had exterminated more than twenty thousand recruits at Zhangzhung Recruit Training Camp, and there was a high chance that this was the doing of Wushang's Wang Chong, Fumeng Lingcha simply didn't believe it.


There were only a few paths between Ü-Tsang and the Great Tang, and each of these paths was garrisoned by an army. The existence of some secret path was absolutely impossible.


This explanation wasn't reliable at all.


Moreover, all this information was from Ü-Tsang's side, and only the Tibetans could decide if what was being said was true or false. No one else could prove their accounts.


Without firm evidence, Fumeng Lingcha would never believe such fantastical claims.


But this time was different. This battle had taken place just moments ago on the Tibetan Plateau, and Heba Ye had personally witnessed it, so he was forced to believe it.


"Let's go! I want to take a look for myself!"


A light flashed in Fumeng Lingcha's eyes, and he immediately began to stride out of the hall.


……


Fumeng Lingcha was far from the only one to be stunned by the battle on the plateau.


"What? Buluhu's Mountain Army was crushed? Bastard thing! When did the Qixi Protectorate army become so capable?"


Deep within the Tibetan Plateau, around a thousand li from the triangular gap where the battle had taken place, Dayan Mangban was fuming.


"General, it wasn't the Qixi Protectorate army, but some Great Tang army of unknown background. They didn't have many soldiers, but their strength was more than double the Qixi Protectorate army's."


"Not only that, even General Buluhu was killed in battle."


"General, this matter has been confirmed many times over. We are not lying."


Several of the surviving officers from the Mountain Army kneeled on the floor, their bodies trembling in fear like mice before a cat. In this camp, the person with the highest status was Great General Dusong Mangpoje, but the person everyone feared the most was Dayan Mangban, because everyone knew that the true commanding officer was this Asura of the empire.


And in terms of methods, everyone knew that Lord Dayan Mangban was far more tyrannical and ferocious than Dusong Mangpoje.


"Bastard thing, you still dare to argue? The largest army in Qixi is the Qixi Protectorate army, so if it's not them, are you saying that Anxi's Gao Xianzhi came over with his soldiers?"


Dayan Mangban's eyes were bursting with murderous fire.


Twenty to thirty thousand cavalry dying in battle was no small number. In Dayan Mangban's life, one of the things he loathed the most was a defeated officer, and the only thing he found more insufferable was one of these incompetents who had clearly lost but still had the nerve to argue. The steppe worshiped strength and valor, and no one could accept such timidity and incompetence.


A frightened Tibetan general with a somewhat smaller frame said, "Milord, it wasn't the Anxi army. They were from Wushang…" But the word 'Wushang' had barely left his mouth when the atmosphere in the tent suddenly changed. The murderous Dayan Mangban seemed galvanized, and his body trembled as he suddenly raised his head, his eyes fixed on that general.


Sensing the change in Dayan Mangban, all the Mountain Army generals in the tent fell silent out of fear. No one understood why Dayan Mangban had such a large reaction, but in an instant, everyone subconsciously turned toward that thin and small general.


"Milord, I once heard about some information regarding Wushang from the soldiers in another army. At the triangular gap in the northeast, those Tang were building a fortress out of steel in front of us at incredible speeds. It's exactly the same style as Wushang's City of Steel, cast from the same mold. Before the battle, I attempted to warn General Buluhu, but General was intent on fighting and wouldn't listen."


The general kneeled on the ground, his hands clenched tight as he attempted to make as little movement as possible.


Buzz!


With these final words, the tent fell into an eerie silence. Dayan Mangban, who had been like a furious lion just moments ago, had suddenly fallen quiet. This transformation made all the Mountain Army generals uneasy, and some of them even snuck glances at each other, but no one dared to speak.


No one knew what had happened.


"Tell me, what did the commander of the enemy army look like?" An icy voice rang out in the tent, devoid of any emotion.


Raising their heads, the generals realized that Dayan Mangban had stood up from his seat. His expression was calm, but even the slowest of them could tell that this was not a true calm. On the contrary, this calm and cool Dayan Mangban was even scarier than Dayan Mangban in apoplectic rage.


"Milord, the Tang man leading the soldiers was an eight-foot-tall man riding a Ferghana horse and wielding a sword longer than the average man. He was extremely terrifying, but he wasn't the true commander of the army," another Mountain Army general said. "Instead, it was a youth of seventeen or eighteen. We all noticed that all the Tang soldiers followed his lead, including that eight-foot giant riding the Ferghana horse…"


Kaclack!


The cracking of knuckles rang out through the tent, interrupting the words of the general. Alarmed, the Mountain Army officers raised their heads and realized that Dayan Mangban's calm face had suddenly turned ashen, his cold and aloof eyes turning frighteningly gloomy.


Their hearts began to thump and they hurriedly shut their mouths.


Bastard thing!


No one knew that at this moment, the flames of rage in Dayan Mangban's heart were already reaching into the heavens. With the mention of Wushang and the talk of a seventeen- or eighteen-year-old youth, there were some things that no longer needed to be said.


Wang Chong!


Dayan Mangban could already see who was standing across from him, clearly knew who had defeated the Mountain Army. Dayan Mangban had never expected that though they had just exchanged blows not too long ago, that Tang youth in the City of Steel would not wait for him to attack again, instead leading his own army to attack the plateau.


"Pass on my order! All soldiers move out to the northeast corner, the triangular gap! We leave immediately!" Dayan Mangban's chilly voice echoed through the tent, suffused with a frenzied killing intent.


"Yes!"


No one in the tent dared to say anything more, and only hurriedly lowered their heads in agreement.


Bwoooom!


A few moments later, the plaintive and vigorous blares of the yak horns began to sound over the boundless Tibetan Plateau. As winds gusted, countless soldiers began to surge out of the thousands of black tents. Neeeigh! The crying of warhorses echoed over the plateau as the air turned grim and somber.


Rumble!


In a few moments, the earth began to shake, and the vast army of Tibetan cavalry moved out like a black tide. Amidst this surge of cavalry was a special unit, the sides of whose horses were emblazoned with a unique white symbol. This was that famous army under Dayan Mangban's command, the White Braves!


The mention of Wushang and Wang Chong had truly provoked Dayan Mangban's killing intent. Whether it was the deaths of the twenty-seven thousand recruits and Dayan Pugyal in Zhangzhung Training Camp or the destruction of Buluhu's army, or even… the deaths of the Ngari warriors in the southwest, Dayan Mangban had ample reasons to kill Wang Chong and exterminate this threat to Ü-Tsang.


Rumble! Trails of dust rose into the heavens as the army swiftly made its way to the northeast corner of the plateau. Meanwhile, the moment the army had moved out, a messenger had rushed into the even larger tent at the rear of the camp.


"Great General, bad news! General Dayan has given an order to mobilize the entire army and has left the camp, headed in the direction of Qixi Protectorate army's garrison."


The messenger kneeled on the ground, his head covered in sweat.


Everyone in Ü-Tsang knew that only Great Generals like Dusong Mangpoje, the highest commanders of the land, had the authority to mobilize the army. Without the permission and token of the Great General, Dayan Mangban's mobilization of the army was a severe crime according to Tibetan laws.


"It's fine; I already know."


In the black tent, Dusong Mangpoje was seated on a simple chair, one hand holding a cup of tea while the other held a tea lid, lightly pushing away the tea suds. This was the 'Er Tea' imported from the southwest along the Tea Horse Road. The Tibetan diet primarily consisted of overly greasy meat, so they bought tea bricks from the Great Tang and Mengshe Zhao.


As an Imperial Great General, Dusong Mangpoje could enjoy the finest quality of Er Tea.


When he heard the news that Dayan Mangban had mobilized the army, Dusong Mangpoje's face remained indifferent, seemingly uncaring.
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"What is the situation on Fumeng Lingcha's side?" Dusong Mangpoje asked as he put down the tea cup.


"Replying to Milord: our people disguised as Hu merchants have been keeping an eye on the Qixi Protectorate headquarters this entire time," the kneeling messenger said. "In addition, we also requested the aid of the Arabs in keeping watch. We just received word that Fumeng Lingcha has already left the protectorate headquarters and is currently heading toward the front lines on the plateau."


"And what of Gao Xianzhi?" Dusong Mangpoje said.


Along the northern edge of the plateau, the Ü-Tsang Empire only cared about two people: Fumeng Lingcha and Gao Xianzhi. These two Imperial Great Generals were not that far from each other, and they could reinforce each other if the situation called for it.


"Gao Xianzhi is currently vigorously training his soldiers in preparation for battle. Based on the reports from our spies in Anxi, he's likely planning to attack the kingdoms west of the Cong Mountains, so he should have no time to worry about Qixi. In addition, the relationship between Gao Xianzhi and Fumeng Lingcha has never been good. It has always been Qixi going to the aid of Anxi, and Anxi will rarely go to the aid of Qixi. The chance of this happening is extremely low." The scout gave his honest assessment.


"Then let's move out. There's no need to worry about General Dayan. I will help him keep an eye on Fumeng Lingcha. Without the threat of Fumeng Lingcha, General Dayan shouldn't encounter any problems."


Dusong Mangpoje gave a faint smile as he pushed aside his tea cup and rose, walking out of the black tent.


His army rumbled, kicking up its own cloud of dust as it set off for the northern lines.


……


"Hurry! Pour the solder!"


"It's in the wrong position. Move the second module to the left a little."


"Keep going! The second level is nearly complete! Hurry and get the beehives ready."


In the northeast corner of the Tibetan Plateau, at the triangular gap, the eight to nine thousand craftsmen were working like bees. In the course of several hours, a small-scale 'City of Steel' had emerged, glimmering with a silvery light as it took shape.


This was a mini-fortress, much smaller than Wushang's City of Steel, around one-twentieth the size.


Although it was small, as a military fort, it was enough to hold around fifty thousand soldiers, more than enough for Wang Chong's purposes.


Wang Chong had arrived at this number after careful thought. Moreover, this fortress was constructed on that triangular gap on the northeast corner of the Tibetan Plateau, preventing the Tibetans from using it to enter and exit the plateau.


However, the Great Tang was capable of using the triangular gap to enter the fort so that it could be defended against Ü-Tsang. If all went as expected, this would be the first fortress between the Great Tang and Ü-Tsang.


Wang Chong's modular construction method once more displayed its might. In some few hours, a fortress was beginning to slowly rise from the plateau out of nothing.


Although the construction was still not complete, two levels had been finished. With each floor being three meters tall, the total of six meters was already enough to grant it some basic defensive capabilities.


The third level was still being worked on and was well on its way to completion. Once the third level was completed, the fortress would be nine meters high, and the miniature City of Steel would have put its first roots down into the plateau, endowed with significant defensive capabilities.


Creee!


While the craftsmen were busy, a shrill cry suddenly came from the distance. Wang Chong, standing on the wall, followed this sound and saw that several birds of prey were currently flying in his direction.


It wasn’t just vultures this time. There were also many rock eagles, gyrfalcons, large hawks, sparrow hawks… There were fifty to sixty, forming a massive flock.


"Milord!"


Zhang Que was standing to the side, that rock eagle of his perched on his shoulder. His entire body was taut as he stared at the massive flock of birds, and he twisted his head to look at Wang Chong. The birds that had appeared this time were far too numerous. The eagle team alone would be very hard-pressed to deal with them.


"Haha, there's no need to worry about them. Just let them come."


Wang Chong smiled and waved his hand.


"In addition, Li Siye, get ready. Our guest of honor has arrived."


"Yes, this general will go."


Li Siye clasped his fist in his hand and then descended from the wall, his armor clattering.


"All soldiers, hear my order! Quickly gather and prepare to meet the enemy!" Li Siye's voice rang out like a bell over the plateau. Li Siye took the lead, riding his Ferghana steed to the front of the army.


Behind him, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry swiftly formed up.


In the rear, the eight-thousand-some craftsmen seemed to sense that something was amiss, and they became slightly anxious. Only Wang Chong remained calm.


"Dayan Mangban, it's about time you showed up."


Wang Chong clasped his hands behind him and smiled.


Scouts would precede the army, and for a Tibetan army to send ten-some scouting birds ahead of it was already quite impressive. For there to be fifty to sixty birds this time meant that behind them, an army of unprecedented size was making its way here.


Wang Chong's judgment was on the mark. A few moments later, following closely behind the birds of prey, a fierce turbulence surged out of the horizon.


This turbulence carried vast quantities of grass and dust that shrouded the entire battlefield.


Although this was the only thing on the horizon, everyone instantly felt an air of tension, an invisible pressure surging toward them in a wave.


Neeeigh!


Soon after, they could hear the cries of warhorses as a light whisper that quickly became as loud as thunder.


Bong! Bong!


As the drums banged, a massive black banner was thrust out of the horizon, visible even before the warhorses had appeared.


This banner was the height of six or seven people, with a red border and black background. Depicted upon it was a blazing white flame, like a devilish flower of the underworld, exuding the thick stench of death.


And beneath this massive banner, everyone could see a tyrannical figure, bursting with a desire to kill and slaughter, that viewed the entire world with disdain.


This person was riding a divine steed taller than a man, its body as white as snow but its hooves as red as blood.


Just a glance from this man and horse caused a chill in the deepest depths of everyone's hearts.


Dayan Mangban!


As Wang Chong looked into the distance, this name emerged in his mind. There was only one person in Wang Chong's memories who could exude such a formidable pressure from such a long distance, and that was Dayan Mangban.


That snow-white steed with bloody hooves from the Great Snow Mountain was the firmest proof of his identity.


Rumble!


As these thoughts flitted through Wang Chong's mind, a massive boom of thousands of galloping horses rose from the horizon. Tibetan warhorses surged out from Dayan Mangban's left and right, a massive wave sweeping over the world.


"Ready!"


Li Siye's voice came from the front of the army, his mountainous figure like a rock in the middle of a surging river, exuding an aura of peerless might.


Clang! He raised his signature enormous sword, shining with a cold light in the gloomy sky, and the atmosphere in this northeast corner of the Tibetan Plateau instantly turned somber.


Rumble! The warhorses continued to get closer, and the atmosphere became as taut as a drawn bowstring.


Far from Wang Chong, in another area, Heba Ye became nervous. "Milord, it's Dayan Mangban. The Tibetans really did show up."


On the night of Pulan He's death, he had been in the camp and exchanged blows with that mad devil of a Tibetan Brigadier General. The experience had left such a deep impression that it haunted his nightmares to this day.



He had recognized Dayan Mangban at a glance.


"No! It's not just Dayan Mangban… There's also Dusong Mangpoje." An indifferent voice came from the side. Fumeng Lingcha was riding on a black steed, a profound look in his eyes as he looked into the distance.


Great Generals were extremely sensitive to powerful existences of the same level. Although there appeared to be nothing before him, Fumeng Lingcha could already sense the presence of Dusong Mangpoje.


Although he was surrounded by a mighty force of soldiers, he was as obvious as a beacon in the darkness to Fumeng Lingcha.


"Ah!" Heba Ye paled, unable to suppress this yelp as he looked at Fumeng Lingcha. Dayan Mangban was difficult enough to deal with, but with Dusong Mangpoje here as well, this meant that almost all of the Ü-Tsang Empire's forces along the northern border had been mobilized.


"Milord, do we need to mobilize as well?" Heba Ye asked.


"That bastard. It seems he already predicted this."


Fumeng Lingcha clenched his fists and shot a glare to his left in the direction of the triangular gap, his eyes spitting flame.


He was almost sure right now that this was all within that Wang Clan brat's calculations.


According to the laws of the Imperial Court, if Wang Chong moved out on his own to the plateau and encountered an army like Buluhu's, even if he died, his death would be in vain. Fumeng Lingcha would be able to avoid any blame and perhaps even deride the Wang Clan a little.


But now, Wang Chong was occupying the triangular gap, very close to the camp of the Qixi Protectorate army. If both an Imperial Great General and a Brigadier General of Ü-Tsang showed up and the Qixi Protectorate army still showed no reaction, then it was truly incompetent. Whether or not Wang Chong died, Fumeng Lingcha would still have to explain himself to the Imperial Court.


In a normal situation, Fumeng Lingcha wouldn't have cared, but it wasn't too long ago that Dayan Mangban and his White Braves had 'broken through' the defensive lines of the Qixi Protectorate army and attacked Wang Chong's City of Steel.


In the end, they had also made a large swing and attacked a camp of the Qixi Protectorate army, killing five thousand Qixi soldiers and General Pulan He.
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The two incidents added together would become more than a simple problem of proper conduct. The Imperial Court would begin to wonder if Fumeng Lingcha was incompetent, and if the Wang Clan and King Song exploited this issue, his position as Qixi Protector-General would be at risk.


When that time came, not even he would be able to say anything to defend himself.


And besides that, the person who had come just had to be the one who had killed his subordinates, Dayan Mangban. Although Heba Ye and the others had not said anything, Fumeng Lingcha could sense that everyone was expecting him to move out and avenge Pulan He and the other soldiers of Qixi.


If he did nothing, he would lose the faith of his soldiers, with the worst-case scenario being rebellion and desertion.


"Pass on my order! Mobilize the army and have them march here as quickly as possible. But entering the battle without my authorization is out of the question, as are any other actions. Violators will be executed!" Fumeng Lingcha said.


"Yes!"


Elated, Heba Ye took off.


On the side, Fumeng Lingcha mentally sneered, and as he turned to glance in Wang Chong's direction, his eyes shone with a cold light. He didn't care what that brat had calculated, but if he really thought that Fumeng Lingcha would help him, then he was gravely mistaken.


Dayan Mangban had to be killed, and the Qixi Protectorate army could not just sit on the sidelines and watch. However, he would only enter the battle once Wang Chong and his five thousand cavalry had been wiped out.


At the very least, he would not strike until Wang Chong was killed in battle.


If Wang Chong thought that by occupying this triangular gap and luring over a Tibetan Great General and Brigadier General, he could borrow Fumeng Lingcha's strength, then he was far too naive.


He would strike, but definitely not in the way that brat imagined!


……


"Milord, Fumeng Lingcha really did show up!"


Meanwhile, in the rear of the vast Tibetan army, several figures exuding storms of energy were also looking in Fumeng Lingcha's direction.


This region was covered in the scouting birds of Ü-Tsang: gyrfalcons, rock eagles, vultures… It was simply impossible to hide anything from their eyes.


"Continue to watch him. As long as Fumeng Lingcha doesn't hastily interfere, it's enough."


Dusong Mangpoje stroked his mustache, his expression indifferent and confident, as if he had planned for everything.


"In addition, keep an eye on the movements of the Qixi Protectorate army… Tell General Dayan Mangban that I will deal with Fumeng Lingcha."


"Yes, Milord!"


The messengers quickly set off with their orders.


……


Putting aside Fumeng Lingcha and Dusong Mangpoje for the moment, in the front, Dayan Mangban was leading an army of tens of thousands, including his five thousand White Braves, toward the triangular gap in the northeast. With Dusong Mangpoje behind him, Dayan Mangban had no need to worry about Fumeng Lingcha.


The only person in his eyes was Wang Chong.


"Bastard! Damned thing!"


Dayan Mangban clenched his teeth, killing intent washing over his heart. This immature Great Tang youth had used the corpses of twenty thousand recruits, seven thousand Qinghai Soldiers, and General Dayan Pugyal to avenge his killing of Qixi General Pulan He and his five thousand soldiers. After that, he had advanced onto the plateau, building a fortress and brashly eliminating the forces stationed on the edge of the plateau. The speed of his operations and frequency were simply absurd.


Dayan Mangban had always viewed himself as extremely proactive, his leadership as sufficiently crazy, but he had never imagined that there was someone even crazier.


"Once I shatter your army, I'll definitely tear your corpse to shreds to vent my fury!"


Dayan Mangban's forehead creased as madness surged through his mind. Dayan Mangban was well aware that this naked challenge of Wang Chong's was intended for him.


"Halt!"


At a distance of around two thousand zhang, Dayan Mangban raised his right palm and gave the order for the army to stop. The vast army suddenly came to a stop, forming a straight line.


"Zeren, Luosang, Deji, follow me!"


Dayan Mangban waved his hand, and several White Brave officers along with ten-some White Brave elites kicked up dust and rode toward the triangular gap, toward those steel walls shining like silver scales. Behind these walls, that massive steel fortress loomed, still under construction.


Upon seeing this, Dayan Mangban's face darkened, twisting into a grimace. He naturally hadn't forgotten that night assault on the city. Even though he had personally led two-thousand-some White Braves to attack that massive City of Steel, his abilities had still fallen short.


From the start to the end of that battle, those firm gates had remained closed.


It was clear that Wang Chong intended to play the same trick, moving everything up to the plateau. Just the thought of this stoked the flames of rage in Dayan Mangban's heart.


"Interesting—the guest of honor is coming!" As he looked down from the high city walls at Dayan Mangban and his ten-some elites riding toward him in a cloud of dust, Wang Chong's lips curled into a smile.


"Let's go together and take a look."


Going down the wall, Wang Chong mounted the White-hoofed Shadow and led his subordinates to the front of his army.


In this tense atmosphere, the movements of both commanders instantly attracted everyone's attention.


Hooves thundered across the earth as the two parties drew close. At a distance of around one hundred zhang from Wang Chong's forces, Dayan Mangban and his party of ten-some White Brave elites came to a stop, their horses stomping at the ground while snorting.


Dayan Mangban sat like a lofty mountain on a snow-white steed with blood-red hooves, gifted to him by the Great Snow Mountain. His cold gaze was as sharp as a sword as it scanned the defenses Wang Chong had laid out in front of the triangular gap, carefully taking in every steel wall, every opening. No detail could escape his eyes as he attempted to find the best area to break through.


In this entire process, Dayan Mangban did not make a single noise, but he exuded an invisible pressure that chilled everyone to the bone.


"Lord Marquis, this is Dayan Mangban?" Suddenly, a vigorous voice came from Wang Chong's forces. While Dayan Mangban had been taking stock of Wang Chong, another mountain of a figure was taking his measure. At the front of the five thousand Wushang Cavalry, Li Siye and Wang Chong stood side by side, their gazes cold and stern.


During Dayan Mangban's raid on Wushang, Li Siye had not been at the City of Steel, but in Wushang Village training the recruits. It was for this reason that upon his return, he had felt a deep sense of guilt and self-criticism. For Wang Chong's bodyguard and closest follower, to be missing at such a crucial moment was a massive dereliction of duty.


Fortunately, Wang Chong had been able to rely on his abilities to escape the lethal strike and frighten away Dayan Mangban. Otherwise, if something more serious had happened, Li Siye would probably never be able to forgive himself.


The best method to compensate for this mistake was killing Dayan Mangban and cutting off his head.


"Haha, yes, that's him." Wang Chong smiled and nodded.


In the time between their meetings, Dayan Mangban's aura had grown even more vigorous. It seemed like he had made some substantial progress in his martial arts. Alas, no matter how much progress he had made, his death was certain today!


"Li Siye, don't get careless," Wang Chong indifferently said as he looked into the distance. "Dayan Mangban is a Tibetan Brigadier General, second only to individuals like Fumeng Lingcha and Dusong Mangpoje. Take a look. Even though the Qixi Protectorate army is so close by, he doesn't care. In addition, his plans are bold and imaginative, and he doesn't operate according to common sense. Although he suffered a setback at Wushang, he wasn't dejected at all by his failure. On the contrary, before going back, he turned around and attacked the Qixi Protectorate army, killing Pulan He. In summary, this fellow is extremely difficult to deal with. You must be careful."


"This subordinate understands," Li Siye grunted, but his face showed no emotion. His eyes were fixed on Dayan Mangban.


The atmosphere was deathly still, the two commanders silently standing across from each other.


"Interesting!"


Seeing that Dayan Mangban was doing nothing, neither advancing nor retreating, only sitting there on his horse with that gloomy expression, Wang Chong inwardly smiled and lightly urged his horse forward. As he rode out from the opening in the steel walls, he instantly grabbed the attention of everyone present.


Even the distant Fumeng Lingcha couldn't help but look over.


"Milord, this boy is quite bold," someone softly whispered by Fumeng Lingcha's side. "Isn't he afraid that Dayan Mangban will suddenly explode forward and try to kill him? After all, Dayan Mangban is a Brigadier General!"


Fumeng Lingcha creased his brow in thought for a few moments. "It's not that he's not afraid, but that he believes that Dayan Mangban won't do anything!"


Although he hoped that Wang Chong's judgment was wrong and wished to see Dayan Mangban ride forward and kill Wang Chong, Fumeng Lingcha was well aware that eight or nine times out of ten, Wang Chong's judgment was correct. It wasn't because Dayan Mangban was a benevolent soul, but because this scion of the Wang Clan had many clever tricks up his sleeve and was much more difficult to deal with than most.


If it were so easy, then Dayan Mangban would have succeeded on his first try!


Fumeng Lingcha clenched his teeth and coldly declared, "Keep a close watch! Tell Heba Ye that the moment the brat is killed, the army will move out, fight for a while, and then immediately retreat. When the time comes, we can not only cast off all the blame, we can even submit a memorial pushing all the blame to that boy and the Wang Clan backing him."


"Yes!"


A subordinate immediately left with the order.


Fumeng Lingcha nodded at this before turning back around to continue his observations.


He truly didn't care if Dayan Mangban chose this moment to strike or not, because Wang Chong's fate was already decided. With his meager force, Dayan Mangban and Dusong Mangpoje would be more than enough to ensure his death. Fumeng Lingcha simply couldn't imagine how Wang Chong could possibly emerge alive from this situation.


"Enjoy it while you can. A price must be paid for the rashness of youth."


A cold light glimmered in Fumeng Lingcha's eyes, and then they regained their calm.
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"Dayan Mangban, we meet again. Did you get my gift?"


Wang Chong slowly trotted his horse forward, smirking.


Buzz!


At these words, Dayan Mangban's complexion instantly turned dark, a fierce anger emerging in his eyes. He naturally knew what Wang Chong was talking about. The 'gift' Wang Chong spoke of was undoubtedly the twenty-seven thousand soldiers of Zhangzhung Training Camp and the Dayan Clan's Dayan Pugyal.


"There's no need to worry. You'll quickly be receiving my 'gift' as well."


Dayan Mangban rode his horse forward, coldly staring at Wang Chong, a savage glow in his eyes.


"Hahaha, then I look forward to it."


Wang Chong heartily chuckled. He wasn't worried that Dayan Mangban would strike, but rather that he wouldn't. After all, he still had the 'Threat to Qixi' mission to complete. Just his words and Dayan Mangban's personality ensured that Dayan Mangban would not lightly choose to retreat.


"Oh, by the way, Dayan Mangban, besides you, I've also prepared a gift for the Ü-Tsang Empire. Do you see that fortress behind me? In the future, these fortresses will extend all the way into the interior of the plateau, right up to the Tsenpo's royal capital. I've always respected His Majesty the Tsenpo, so I plan to build this sort of fortress outside the royal capital to express my respect!"


"Impudent!"


At these words, Dayan Mangban's eyes grew even colder, even more brimming with rage. Even Dusong Mangpoje at the rear of the army had to slightly frown at these words. Wang Chong was clearly making a naked threat, and unlike his conflict with Dayan Mangban, this was a threat aimed straight at the Tsenpo of the Ü-Tsang Empire.


In the Ü-Tsang Empire, the Tsenpo held supreme status as a manifestation of a god. Any Tibetan commander would find it impossible to bear Wang Chong's words.


"Brat, you're seeking death!"


Dayan Mangban closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. No one had ever dared to act so brashly in front of him before. In the past, his opponents would all be trembling in fear, and even Pulan He's face before his death had been stricken with fear, his entire body trembling.


Dayan Mangban had never experienced such a challenging foe.


"…All recklessness has a price to pay. I will definitely crush your corpse under the hooves of my horse, lop off your head, and then display it on the edge of the plateau so that all Tang know what will happen to those who challenge me."


"Hahaha, I'm different from you. Killing you is just a part of the process, not the goal. In the future, I will eradicate all the forces the Ü-Tsang Empire has bordering Qixi, completely resolving any threats to it. Not only that, I will thrust the banner of the Great Tang into the heart of Ü-Tsang, toppling it over so as to show everyone what happens to enemies of the Great Tang."


Wang Chong gave a roar of laughter.


Buzz!


In the rear of the army, Dusong Mangpoje, who had originally been putting all his attention on Fumeng Lingcha, couldn't help but deeply frown at Wang Chong's words.


And the distant Fumeng Lingcha also couldn't help but frown.


"Milord…"


Several of the Qixi scouts by Fumeng Lingcha's side seemed to brighten up and subconsciously glance at Fumeng Lingcha. Although Wang Chong was their opponent, even they, as soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army, couldn't help but admire him for these words.


"Everyone, shut up!" Fumeng Lingcha harshly rebuked, his face gloomy. He naturally knew what these subordinates were thinking, but this only served to stimulate his jealousy and killing intent.


No matter what, this brat can't be allowed to survive.


Fumeng Lingcha clenched his fists, causing his knuckles to crack.


The more outstanding Wang Chong was, the greater a threat he posed to the Hu. He could not be allowed to live.


But Fumeng Lingcha had no idea that there was a person at this time who wanted to kill Wang Chong even more.


If Dayan Mangban was just angry at the start, by now, he was on the verge of going insane.


"Wang Chong, if you wanted to provoke me, then you've succeeded. I've changed my mind now. I won't let you easily die. You care a lot about Qixi, right? I will kill each and every soldier of Qixi and make the Great Tang's Qixi Protectorate nothing more than a part of history." Dayan Mangban smiled savagely.


"Let's go!"


Dayan Mangban almost immediately turned his horse around and left. Behind him, the White Braves followed, the hooves of their horses clopping against the ground as they galloped off.


"Xu Keyi, tell all troops to get ready. A major battle will soon be upon us."


Wang Chong narrowed his eyes as he watched Dayan Mangban leave.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Xu Keyi turned and left with the order.


"Li Siye, there's no going back. We must kill Dayan Mangban!" Wang Chong said, continuing to look forward.


"Lord Marquis, this general will do everything possible to carry out this order," Li Siye sternly replied.


Wang Chong nodded and continued to silently look in the direction Dayan Mangban had left. Dayan Mangban was a madman, and once he locked onto a target, he would madly attack it.


In the past, this was precisely how the Qixi Protectorate's armies had been exhausted, and it was this trait that resulted in the mission 'The Threat to Qixi'.


Dayan Mangban's final words before leaving had stirred many thoughts in Wang Chong. Wang Chong's greatest concern right now was that his own actions had led to a far earlier onset of Dayan Mangban's madness.


There was no retreat now. If he wanted to avert Dayan Mangban's crazed actions and prevent the Qixi Protectorate from walking the same path to destruction, he had to exterminate Dayan Mangban here.


"Hyah!"


Wang Chong urged his horse on, turning it around and riding back to his army.


……


On the other side, around two thousand zhang away, Dayan Mangban returned to his own army, and countless gazes began to focus on him, all of them waiting in the somber atmosphere for Dayan Mangban to give the order.


"Milord, shall we attack?" a Tibetan general said, a vicious and murderous light in his eyes.


"Do not rush! Without my order, no one is allowed to recklessly act."


To the surprise of his generals, Dayan Mangban waved his hand and rejected the proposal. His gaze was cold, and his emotionless eyes were still fixed on the silvery-white walls of the fortress.


"General…"


The surrounding officers were all dumbstruck. Dayan Mangban had just returned with a frightening grimace, so everyone believed that he would immediately give the order to attack. Instead, he had made the exact opposite decision.


Dayan Mangban said nothing, gave no explanation. His expression was cold and calm, making it impossible for anyone to tell what he was thinking.


At this moment, the only people who could remain composed and at ease were those White Brave officers who had followed Dayan Mangban through his many campaigns.


"That brat was intentionally trying to provoke Milord, but this will only lead to his destruction!"


The White Brave officers followed Dayan Mangban's gaze. All of them had heard that conversation loud and clear. That Young Marquis had been intentionally provoking their commander, and truthfully, he had succeeded. But if he believed that angering their commander would let him succeed, then he was gravely mistaken.


'Mad' did not mean 'impulsive', and it certainly didn't mean 'stupid', at least not in their commander's case.


These White Brave officers had followed Dayan Mangban through many campaigns, so they were extremely familiar with his personality. The angrier and crazier he was, the calmer and more rational he would be. This was how their commander could become 'Imperial Brigadier General' and 'Asura of the Plateau', not 'Madman of the Plateau'.


"Zeren, have you finished preparing the things I asked of you?" Dayan Mangban suddenly said, his eyes still fixed on those walls, his voice frigid.


A Tibetan officer in his early thirties, whose face bore that characteristic flush of the plateau, bowed and said in Tibetan, "Replying to Milord: it's all ready. The several dozen tribes around the northern border have received Milord's orders and left several hours ago. They should arrive soon."


"Very good. Wait for my order," Dayan Mangban said.


"Yes, Milord," Zeren said.


All was quiet, and an invisible tension was slowly strengthening, pulling the atmosphere tighter and tighter. At this moment, everyone was waiting for Dayan Mangban's order.


"Brat, you'll definitely regret your actions. Only death will be able to purify the idiocy in your body!"


Dayan Mangban's complexion was ashen, but his eyes glimmered with madness.


Dayan Mangban was extremely clear on what Wang Chong was doing and why he was doing it. Only a fool like Buluhu would charge heedlessly into that array of steel walls. The strongest formation of the Tibetan cavalry was the Echelon Formation, and no empire understood this formation more than the Ü-Tsang Empire.


If the formation fell into chaos, then what might would it have to speak of?


And those steel walls…


Dayan Mangban had not forgotten that in the southwest, Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang had lost to these steel walls. If Wang Chong thought that provoking Dayan Mangban would make him heedlessly charge in, then he was truly looking down on him.


He definitely would attack, but not in the way Wang Chong imagined.


……


"Lord Marquis, they still haven't attacked!"


In the triangular gap, Li Siye was observing the Tibetan army.




"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded, his brow slightly furrowed and his face solemn.


"This Dayan Mangban is even harder to deal with than we imagined. I originally thought that given the momentum he had come with and his advantage in numbers, he would quickly give the order to attack. It seems like… I've underestimated him."


When Dayan Mangban had left, his eyes had been frightening and spitting rage. Even a blind man could notice that. Yet after all this time, the Tibetan warhorses were still neighing and whinnying, but they still showed no signs of attacking.


No wonder he's the 'Threat to Qixi'. It's no easy task to kill him off, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.
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Dayan Mangban was far calmer than imagined, but this was in no way good news. However, the more outstanding Dayan Mangban was, the more Wang Chong wanted to kill him. A person who could act crazily but still maintain a cool head was definitely a powerful foe of the Great Tang.


For Qixi and the Central Plains, Wang Chong had to think of a way to kill him.


Mooo!


As he was thinking, a strange cry suddenly came from the other side. On this somber battlefield, these cries were abnormally loud.


"Mm?"


Wang Chong turned his head to look and saw that the vast Tibetan army had fallen into turmoil. Meanwhile, at the front of the Tibetan army, Dayan Mangban gave Wang Chong a glance, a strange light flashing in his eyes, and then he pulled on his reins and swiftly vanished into the army.


"Lord Marquis, there's something wrong. This isn't the sound of warhorses!" Xu Keyi suddenly said. In a battle, both sides would usually ride horses, so it was very strange for the sounds of beasts other than warhorses to be heard, and yet those cries from before definitely did not belong to warhorses.


"They truly aren't warhorses!" Wang Chong sternly said, his expression grave. Xu Keyi had only heard that something was wrong, but Wang Chong could already tell what had made the sound.


"Those are the Tibetan… yaks!"


Rumble!


As if responding to Wang Chong's voice, the ground suddenly began to quake and a rumble came from the opposing side. Two thousand zhang away, the vast Tibetan army parted, revealing thousands upon thousands of black yaks, roaring and stomping, their sharp horns aimed at the distant steel walls as they charged.


Mooooo!


The thousands of black yaks were bulging with muscle, their moos rising and falling in waves. Behind them, a massive cloud of dust plumed into the air. At this moment, everyone paled.


"Lord Marquis!"


In their shock, everyone turned to Wang Chong.


In this standard battle of cavalry, no one had expected the Tibetans to use this tactic. These yaks that were native to the plateau had massive bodies, sharp horns, and muscular physiques. At full charging speed, each of them could strike with the weight of nearly one thousand jin.


If these thousands of yaks charged through the openings in the steel walls, just the first wave alone would be sufficient to throw the Tang formation into chaos.


"Lord Marquis, these yaks have their ears blocked!" Cheng Sanyuan said, his expression fraught with concern.


He had participated with Wang Chong in the war of the southwest, and when Geluofeng had used the elephants that lived in Mengshe Zhao's forest to charge, Wang Chong had used 'lion's roars' to frighten and alarm them. In the end, these elephants had turned around and wreaked havoc on the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army.


But this tactic would have no effect this time. Yaks already had long and thick fur that somewhat blocked their ears, reducing the effectiveness of any sonic attacks. And these yaks also had their ears blocked by something.


It was obvious that Dayan Mangban and the others had already received their lessons from the southwest and prepared themselves for this move.


The air was tense as everyone felt the sound of the charging yaks thundering against their hearts, and they all subconsciously turned to Wang Chong.


……


"That brat from the Wang Clan is probably doomed!"


In the distance, Fumeng Lingcha was observing the battlefield. Although Fumeng Lingcha also hated Dayan Mangban down to his bones, wanting nothing more than to personally behead him, he had to admit that this madman of Ü-Tsang was truly quite formidable.


The other commanders of Ü-Tsang would heedlessly charge as long as they had the advantage in numbers, with the deceased Buluhu serving as a representative case.


But Dayan Mangban was different.


He seemed crazy and irritable, his actions completely out of line with common sense, but he was also terrifying in all other aspects as well. Even though he had the White Braves and forty to fifty thousand additional soldiers, in a situation of seemingly overwhelming victory, he could still endure. He had even mobilized thousands of yaks to serve as his vanguard.


If Fumeng Lingcha were in Wang Chong's place, even he would have little luck in surviving such meticulous planning.


Wang Chong's only option was to retreat from the triangular gap and return to Wushang, but if he did that, those eight to nine thousand craftsmen would become ghosts under Tibetan hooves. If that boy truly dared to do such a thing, Fumeng Lingcha would be able to submit memorials criticizing him to death.


"Ha, they say that if the heavens sin, then one can still survive, but if you bring disaster on yourself, your death is certain!"


Fumeng Lingcha sneered as he looked to Wang Chong and his five thousand Wushang Cavalry as if they were already corpses. He felt no sympathy for Wang Chong. With no understanding of his own strength, he had dared to step onto the plateau, so this result was far too predictable. And besides… this brat dared to be his enemy!


"Milord, look over there!"


A cry of alarm came from his side. His eyes widening, Fumeng Lingcha raised his head and saw that the situation had changed yet again. Behind the first wave of yaks, several thousand special cavalry had galloped to the front of Dayan Mangban's army.


These cavalry had large white bags hanging off the left and right sides of their horses. As they rode forward, they thrust their hands into the bags and heaved. Whoosh! In a flash, clouds of white powder were thrown into the air, to be carried along by the wind and shroud the plateau in a white 'fog'.


In the blink of an eye, the wind had caught up to the galloping yak herd and continued to expand. In a few seconds, this white fog had shrouded the area, somewhat obstructing Fumeng Lingcha's vision.


Bwoooom!


The vigorous and mournful yak horns began to blow, the cries of thousands of horses began to ring out from within the white fog, and the earth rumbled as Dayan Mangban's army began to move. What was a tiny tremble at first swiftly transformed into fierce shuddering as the Tibetan cavalry charged.


Buzz!


Even Fumeng Lingcha couldn't help but widen his eyes, his face paling at the sight.


Yaks in the vanguard, the white fog as a shroud, and the army following close behind—Dayan Mangban's attacks came in wave after wave. These attacks were like a furious storm, and it seemed like only one wave would be sufficient to crush Wang Chong, his five thousand Wushang Cavalry, and the eight-thousand-some craftsmen behind him into the dust.


Fumeng Lingcha turned his head and fiercely ordered, "Inform Heba Ye to quicken the pace of the army! We need to be ready to enter the battlefield at any time."


"Yes, Milord!"


A horseman took off. Dayan Mangban had invested his entire army in this one assault to eliminate Wang Chong, and once his formation fell into chaos, the Qixi Protectorate army would have a superb chance to enter the battle.


……


"Lord Marquis!"


In the distance, unease pervaded the air while everyone waited for Wang Chong's decision.


The thundering of the yak charge was deafening, and they were so close now that it was difficult to carry out any sort of conversation. In addition, the white powder had spread so rapidly that even their steel fortress had been affected. This fog was so thick that even cultivators at Xu Keyi and Cheng Sanyuan's level could only see around ten meters in front of them.


The yaks, white powder, and the tens of thousands of Tibetan cavalry in the rear… The Wushang Cavalry were in an extremely dangerous situation.


Wang Chong said nothing. Dayan Mangban was far more troublesome and frightening than he had imagined. Dayan Mangban seemed insane, but his thought process was very meticulous. He had decided to use a yak stampede to deal with Wang Chong's beehives.


Not only that, he had even used the direction of the wind and the white powder to create a fog that shrouded the battlefield. This white fog made it difficult for Wang Chong's formations to show any power. Without a target, the cavalry were like headless chickens, their power greatly reduced.


More importantly, the Tibetan army was behind the yak herd, its speed crazily rising. If Wang Chong wanted to counter them, he would need to charge out from the steel walls, but that would bring him into a collision with the thousands of yaks.


In this situation, Wang Chong's cavalry would be halved before he had even fought with Dayan Mangban.


Dayan Mangban had given him a very difficult problem.


Wang Chong continued to say nothing. He could hear all their voices and sense the unease of the army, but Wang Chong remained calm and emotionless. The more critical the situation, the calmer he was.


No matter what tactic Dayan Mangban used or what trick he played, Wang Chong would never yield, never lose!


Rumble!


The quaking intensified, and the thundering hooves seemed to be stomping on his heart. One hundred zhang, eighty zhang, sixty zhang… the thousands of yaks that Dayan Mangban had made into his vanguard were charging closer and closer. Wang Chong could even smell the unique odor of the yaks through the white fog.


The atmosphere was growing tenser and tenser.


Sniff!


Suddenly, Wang Chong's nostrils flared and he raised his head to the white fog in the air, a strange feeling in his mind.


"This smell… it's barley flour!"


In that last moment, Wang Chong's eyes brightened and he began to smile.


This was called being too smart for one's own good. To deal with him, Dayan Mangban had prepared both the yaks and the white powder, but to deal with him, the best method would have been to use lime.


Unfortunately, the plateau didn't have much lime, so Dayan Mangban had used barley flour as a substitute. The Tibetans raised livestock and planted barley for a living, and barley was their sole crop. Thus, it was the object that could most easily replace lime.


There was nothing wrong with the idea, but alas, Dayan Mangban had run into Wang Chong.


"Li Siye, have the entire army dismount. When they hear the signal, all men and horses should immediately get down!" Wang Chong suddenly said, his eyes glowing with vim and vigor.
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"Ah!"


The surrounding officers were dumbfounded. The enemy yaks were charging over, the army close behind them. If they were to get to the ground at a moment like this, wouldn't they just be waiting to get trampled?


"But, Lord Marquis, Dayan Mangban is already coming!" Su Shixuan worriedly said. Although the others said nothing, their eyes were just as concerned. These officers had always been very trusting of Wang Chong, but this order was far too unreasonable.


The Tibetan assault did not consist solely of the yaks. In these few short moments, the cries of the Tibetan army in the rear were already audible.


Even if they chose to endure the yak charge by lying on the ground and hiding behind the steel walls, they wouldn't be able to avoid the Tibetan army in the back.


For cavalry to be dismounted and on the ground at a crucial moment like this would be suicidal.


This wasn't something as simple as the lives and deaths of five thousand Wushang Cavalry. Once they lost, the eight-thousand-some craftsmen behind them in the fortress would meet their end as well.


"There are no buts! Do as I say!" Wang Chong firmly ordered, his eyes still aimed forward.


"Yes!"


Su Shixuan clenched his teeth and left to pass on the order. Although he still felt that Wang Chong's order was very improper, since Wang Chong was sure about it, Su Shixuan would not object.


Fifty zhang, forty zhang, thirty zhang, twenty zhang…


The heartstrings of every person were pulled taut. Through the thick white fog, it was possible to see the flaring nostrils of the yaks, as well as their bell-like copper eyes blazing with madness. Their massive bodies and hunched backs were like thousands of miniature mountains.


Moooooo!


The yaks called out like a massive wave crashing over the earth. And even more frightening were the frenzied shouts of the thousands of Tibetan cavalry behind them.


"Everyone, hear my order! Follow the yak herd and kill all the Tang to avenge the Mountain Army."


"Anyone who dares to build a fort on the plateau is digging their own grave! Everyone, follow me!"


"General has ordered that anyone who kills the brat called Wang Chong will be made a general and granted a supreme technique from the Great Snow Mountain."


"No Tang is permitted to escape! Forward!"


The thousands of Tibetan cavalry brandished their scimitars and yowled. Although the white fog was just as effective against them, all the Tibetans needed to do was take up Echelon Formation, cover their mouths and noses with cloth, and follow behind the yak herd.


The only fate awaiting those who dared to disgrace the general was death!


"Brat, did you really think that you would be safe behind your walls? Everything has a price, and this time, I'll let everyone know what happens to anyone who dares to oppose me and challenge Ü-Tsang."


In the center of the army, Dayan Mangban was riding his divine steed from the Great Snow Mountain, his eyes shining with a savage and crazed light. No matter how Wang Chong responded, in the end, he would find it impossible to escape death.


He could already imagine the scene of Wang Chong being beheaded, his head stuck upon a spear and displayed on the edge of the plateau to serve as a warning to the rest of the Great Tang.


"All soldiers, hear my order! Full speed charge!" Dayan Mangban shouted out, and the army immediately picked up speed, thunderously rumbling across the earth.


Buzz!


The quaking of the ground intensified, the grass of the plateau rustling and trembling, and as the army got closer, the atmosphere grew tenser. Ten zhang, eight zhang, six zhang, four zhang…


Rumble!


Finally, the thousands of mooing yaks frenziedly charged in between the steel walls. The atmosphere had grown so tense that even time seemed to have stopped.


"Get down!"


A sharp cry cut through the sky, and at the same moment, at the rear of the Tang army, a bowstring twanged. A long arrow shot forward like a bolt of lightning from the steel fortress, headed straight for the middle of the Tibetan army. And the tiny flame at the arrow tip was dazzling to the extreme.


Boom!


After what seemed like both a second and like endless epochs, a massive explosion filled the sky. With countless fearful eyes bearing witness, a scarlet fireball, as dazzling as the sun, rapidly expanded in the air.


As if this was the signal to begin, the white fog that permeated the entire battlefield began to explode, the massive sound suppressing all other noise—the mooing, the shouting, and the thundering of hooves across the earth.


All these sounds were insignificant before these explosive booms, like the buzzing of mosquitoes compared to peals of thunder.


The fierce explosions also caused a fierce shaking, and those crazed charging yaks screamed as they were sent flying into the air like weightless weeds. This sudden change caught the Tibetan cavalry following the yaks completely by surprise. "Aaaah!" Screams filled the air as the Tibetans and their steeds were also thrown back by the explosions.


Some people were flung into the air, where the continuous explosions pulverized their bodies. Others were thrown down to the grass, and though they seemed fine on the surface, their internal organs had been shattered by the impacts, and they were bleeding from every orifice, causing them to die on the spot.


Moreover, the explosions had also triggered a massive fire. The entire battlefield, including Wang Chong's steel fortress in the rear, had transformed into an unprecedented sea of fire. All the air in the battlefield, and even the air in the lungs of the Tibetan cavalry, was completely burned away.


Before those Tibetan cavalry even had time to react, they had already suffocated to death on their horses.


Boomboomboom!


One explosion came after another, and the battlefield transformed into a cacophony of screams, whinnies, and mooing.


……


"Impossible! How could there be something like this!!!"


In the distance, Fumeng Lingcha, who had personally witnessed this scene, was trembling all over, momentarily at a loss for words. As an elite Great General of the Great Tang Empire and one of the leading Hu commanders, Fumeng Lingcha had spent a life on the battlefield, experiencing all sorts of tactics and strategies.


But not even Fumeng Lingcha had ever seen anything like this.


He had already ordered Heba Ye to bring the army to the edge of the battlefield. With a single order, he could avail himself of the chaos that would come after Dayan Mangban's Tibetan army eliminated Wang Chong to charge in from the side. But Fumeng Lingcha had never predicted a situation like this.


With just a few arrows, Wang Chong had created a massive explosion and a terrifying sea of fire, and he had personally witnessed it. Although Fumeng Lingcha was very far from the battlefield, he could still sense the searing waves of heat. Massive waves were raging in Fumeng Lingcha's mind, and he was overcome by an unprecedented shock.


This scene had completely surpassed common sense, had exceeded everything he knew about the world. Even though Fumeng Lingcha was an Imperial Great General, even though he had witnessed the entire process, he still had no idea how all this had happened.


Not even an Imperial Great General was capable of understanding this scene.


"Kiiill!"


While Fumeng Lingcha was still lost in thought, the sky was suddenly filled with fierce shouts that shook the steppe. After this wave of explosions, Wang Chong finally led his Wushang Cavalry forward. His warhorse neighing and his robes flapping in the air, Wang Chong was the first to ride out from the cover of the silver-white walls.


Behind him, all the Wushang Cavalry had mounted their horses and taken up formation, following Wang Chong as quickly as lightning. Wang Chong and his forces had also been in the range of the explosions, but Wang Chong had ordered all of them to get down on the ground along with their horses and use the steel walls, so they had suffered few injuries.


As for the steel fortress in the rear, its six-zhang-high walls had kept out the white barley flour, so the craftsmen within had also succeeded in escaping the disaster.


"All troops, attack!"


Wang Chong unsheathed his sword as his shout, cold and firm as steel, echoed through the skies.


Rumble!


The earth shuddered as the five thousand Wushang together with the thousand-some veteran elites from the southwest surged out from behind the steel walls, seething with killing intent. At this very moment, the explosions stopped, the sea of fire extinguished. All the barley flour had been burned away, and the white fog no longer shrouded the battlefield. The entire situation became clear.


For nearly a thousand zhang in front of the steel walls that Wang Chong had erected, the ground was covered in corpses. The scorched corpses of yaks were splayed out on the ground. In the massive explosion and sea of fire, their thick black fur had become a lethal flaw.


The fallen yaks were completely naked, all their fur burned away. They had suffered the greatest impact from the explosions. Behind these yaks were countless Tibetan corpses. These valiant warriors of the plateau had all been mounted on stalwart highland steeds, and because they were standing higher, they had suffered more from the shockwaves and explosions in the air.


But the mental impact was even greater. Even now, none of the Tibetans knew what had occurred, and the mere thought of the explosion left them trembling in fear.


No matter what the Tibetans were thinking, Wang Chong's plan had already succeeded. The five thousand Wushang Cavalry and the one thousand veterans from the southwest had formed into the Arrow Formation and were energetically charging out from behind the steel walls. Whoosh! There was a cold flash of light as a sharp sword cut through the air. A Tibetan horseman who was closest to the walls, still stupefied and confused, was beheaded before he could react, his head sent flying into the air.


And this was only the beginning!


Rumble! The thousands of Wushang Cavalry charged forward, unstoppable. Wang Chong had chosen precisely the moment where the Tibetans were most disorganized and their morale at their lowest, even their speed having drastically dropped.


At this moment, their rout was truly like a landslide!


"Aaaaah!"


The Tibetan cavalry were felled like reaped wheat, many of them still confused and dazed as they were cleaved apart. On one side were elite troops who were organized and energetic, while on the other side were a spent force, panicked and demoralized. The latter were not even able to take a single blow, collapsing at first contact.
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"Dayan Mangban, come! Let's put it all in this single clash!"


Wang Chong rode his White-hoofed Shadow forward, heartily laughing as he charged through the battlefield. With a swish of his Wootz Steel sword, a Tibetan was instantly beheaded. With a slash, a scimitar was broken and a Tibetan and his mount cleaved in two. To an expert on Wang Chong's level, of the Imperial Martial realm, a Wootz Steel weapon could ascend to a whole new level of power.


But Wang Chong's gaze was always focused on the distant Dayan Mangban.


Dayan Mangban was hailed as the 'Asura God' of the Ü-Tsang Empire. While appearing rough and crude, he was actually a very meticulous man who always came prepared. In order to deal with Wang Chong, he had found yaks to form his vanguard and barley flour to shroud the battlefield. Alas, his cleverness had gotten the better of him.


Dayan Mangban had no idea that using barley flour to form a fog could very easily create a 'dust explosion'. When the concentration of barley flour in the air reached a certain level, when bits of barley flour were floating everywhere, the situation was a perfect recipe for disaster. A tiny flame would be enough to create a heaven-shaking boom.


To Wang Chong, this was common sense, but the people of this world clearly had no knowledge of this principle.


And Wang Chong's plan had succeeded. As for its effect…


Everyone could see it!


"Bastard!"


Dayan Mangban clenched his fists, the veins on the back of his hand bulging out and his teeth grinding against each other. Madness, anger, and an irrepressible killing intent… these emotions exploded out of his eyes. If looks could kill, Wang Chong would have been killed a thousand times over.


"I will definitely kill you, definitely kill you…"


Dayan Mangban's gaze was locked onto Wang Chong, and he had the impulse to heedlessly charge forward, relying on his Saint Martial realm cultivation to end Wang Chong with a single thrust of his spear. But the memories from the City of Steel were still fresh, and he knew that though Wang Chong was weaker than him, he had many tricks, like joint attacks and rotational tactics, that would give pause to even a Saint Martial expert.


Wang Chong didn't have just two-hundred-some experts this time, but five-thousand-some elites, an even more impressive force. Meanwhile, Dayan Mangban's army was in complete panic after that unprecedented explosion, its morale completely drained and completely unable to contend against Wang Chong's army.


"Withdraw!"


Although he was extremely unwilling, Dayan Mangban still clenched his teeth and issued the order to retreat. Rumble! Like a landslide, the already demoralized Tibetan army immediately fell to pieces when Dayan Mangban sounded the retreat.


"Pursue!"


The Tang were invigorated by this sight. Rumble! The Halo of Dusk Stallion descended, immediately buffing the army. The five thousand Wushang Cavalry pressed forward in pursuit. "Aaaah!" Miserable screams filled the air as the Wushang Cavalry mowed the fleeing Tibetans down.


Five thousand, seven thousand, eight thousand… ten thousand!


When five thousand Wushang Cavalry charged in formation, they displayed a killing efficiency never before seen in this world. The dense ranks of the Tibetan cavalry were scattered in a single wave, and while some Tibetans attempted to group up and cover the retreat, they were swiftly crushed.


"Hurry!"


Dayan Mangban's fierce shout resounded over the battlefield. Against Wang Chong's five thousand Wushang Cavalry in charging formation, not even a Saint Martial expert like him dared to stick around, much less others. Anyone who dared to stop was essentially committing suicide, and they wouldn't even be able to delay Wang Chong's forces, much less stop them.


Bwoooom!


When the Tibetan army was in the greatest danger, a horn blared across the battlefield. This horn was a little different from previous ones. It was even louder and imbued with a grandeur, righteousness, and dignity. At the same time, the earth began to rumble as something began to head toward the rear of the Tibetan army.


"Stop!"


Wang Chong was leading the charge from the front, and when he heard that unusual horn, he immediately raised his right hand and ordered the halt, a wary expression on his face. The earth trembled and the grass rustled as a black tide surged out from behind Dayan Mangban's collapsing army. Yet another army of the Ü-Tsang Empire had emerged.


From a distance, Wang Chong could clearly make out the tall black battle standard emblazoned with the white eagle, together with the image of a vast snowy mountain.


"It's Dusong Mangpoje!"


Wang Chong's heart chilled as he immediately recognized the war banner. In all of the plateau, there was only one person that Wang Chong recalled used the image of a white eagle as his war banner: the Eagle of the Plateau, Dusong Mangpoje!


"Withdraw!"


Wang Chong waved his right hand down, immediately ordering a retreat.


Dusong Mangpoje was a Great General of the Ü-Tsang Empire, even stronger than Dayan Mangban. Although Wang Chong was not surprised at his appearance, this moment was not the time for their final clash.


Rumble! As soon as he gave the order, Wang Chong turned his horse around. Behind him, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry halted their pursuit and immediately began to gallop back to the steel fortress in the triangular gap.


"This brat! He's got quite the fast reaction!"


In the distance, Dusong Mangpoje saw this retreat and half-closed his eyes. If Wang Chong had dared to pursue, he wouldn't have minded killing him with a single blow.


But Wang Chong had been extremely sensitive. Before Dusong Mangpoje had even arrived, he had ordered his army to retreat, and not even Dusong Mangpoje could do anything about that.


"It seems that it's not the time to kill him yet. I have to wait a little longer," Dusong Mangpoje muttered.


This was not his first meeting with Wang Chong. That had been in the capital of the Great Tang, where Dusong Mangpoje had used the 'Civet Cat for Crown Prince' plan1, having one of his formidable subordinates take the place of the First Prince so that he could kill many experts in the capital of the Great Tang.




In the end, however, Wang Chong had exposed this plan and even revealed Dusong Mangpoje's identity. He was pursued by Great Tang experts all the way back to Ü-Tsang and was almost forced into remaining in the Central Plains.


The experience had left a very deep impression on Dusong Mangpoje.


But the youth from the Great Tang capital had been even more formidable than he had imagined. Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan had been defeated in the southwest, the heroic Dayan Pugyal of the Dayan Clan had been slain at Zhangzhung, and even Dayan Mangban had lost to him.


That intelligent youth from the Great Tang's capital was rapidly maturing into a threat for the Ü-Tsang Empire, a lurking menace.


But even though his heart was seething with murderous intent, he had to be patient. With an Imperial Great General of the Great Tang like Fumeng Lingcha present, Dusong Mangpoje had to control himself.


"Fumeng Lingcha, what are you up to? Do you want me to kill him or not?"


Dusong Mangpoje aimed one final and profound glance at Fumeng Lingcha before returning his focus to the battlefield.


"Give the signal for withdrawal."


The army was currently in chaos. If they wanted to remove that barrier the Great Tang had set up along the triangular gap, they first had to reorganize.


……


As the Tibetan army gave the signal for withdrawal, the first battle came to an end. In the distance, the Qixi Protectorate army was stupefied.


"This boy is far too formidable!"


"Did he plan on that explosion? If so, then that's just too shocking!"


"Dayan Mangban is definitely kicking himself now. This boy is far harder to deal with than he thought, a real opponent for him."


The twists and turns of this battle had caught all the Qixi soldiers by surprise, and all the officers were stunned by the result.


These were fierce generals of the Qixi Protectorate army, frontline veterans with abundant battlefield experience, who had experienced all sorts of tribulations.


But even these proud Qixi generals had to admit that if they were in Wang Chong's position, it would have been impossible to survive Dayan Mangban's frenzied assaults.


"Everyone, shut up!"


Hearing his generals make such tactless comments infuriated Fumeng Lingcha. Had these bastards forgotten who their enemy was? They would dare praise Wang Chong in a place like this!


"Do all of you have nothing to do? All of you, go and inspect the troops! Make sure they're ready to enter the battle at any moment!"


"Yes!"


The generals shuddered, hurriedly lowering their heads and taking off.


……


"Hahaha…"


While the other two sides were feeling suppressed, in the triangular gap, behind the silvery-white walls of steel, the soldiers were exultant and full of energy.


The eight-thousand-some craftsmen in the steel fortress had also poked their heads over the walls and were excitedly cheering.


"Lord Marquis!"


"Lord Marquis!"


"Lord Marquis!"


The cheers echoed through the skies, and Fumeng Lingcha, Dayan Mangban, and the Tibetans could only grimace.


"Lord Marquis, how did you manage to do that? Why did that white fog suddenly explode?"


After the battle, Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, Xu Keyi, and the other officers had gathered around Wang Chong, all of them peering at him curiously.


The most interesting thing about this battle was that massive explosion that had shattered the Tibetan army. Even now, after the battle, that sight still felt like a miracle, and all of them could hardly believe it had happened.


They all knew that Wang Chong had to have something to do with it, but no one knew how.


"Don't ask anymore. I'll naturally tell you all in the future, but the battle has only come to a temporary halt and is far from over. The Tibetans definitely won't give up so easily," Wang Chong said.


"Yes!"


Seeing that Wang Chong was serious, the officers dispelled their curiosity and lowered their heads.


"Li Siye, dispatch the scouts and take stock of the losses," Wang Chong said.


"This subordinate will send them now."


Li Siye selected a few people, and several scouts quickly shot out from behind the walls.
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The casualty numbers for the battle were quickly reported. The Tibetans had left five to six thousand yak corpses on the battlefield, and around a thousand had survived and fled in panic. It would take many hours to recover them.


But even if they could be recovered, they had lost the will to fight.


In addition, the explosion and the subsequent charge of the Wushang Cavalry had inflicted losses of eighteen to nineteen thousand on Dayan Mangban's army. There were also probably six to seven thousand cavalry that had been heavily injured by the explosion.


Meanwhile, Wang Chong's side had suffered minuscule casualties.


This was a thorough and decisive victory.


The only surprise was in the small steel fortress in the rear. Seven or eight craftsmen had fallen from ladders during the explosion and been injured. In addition, twenty-some people had lost their hearing from the shockwaves.


These were the most serious casualties on Wang Chong's side.


As for the soldiers, since they had received advance warning and gotten down on the ground, they had avoided the brunt of the explosion and had received only a few light scratches.


When these numbers came out, everyone was dumbstruck. All of them turned to Wang Chong, their eyes bursting with admiration.


"Don't get too happy just yet," Wang Chong indifferently said. "Someone of Dayan Mangban's personality will be launching the next attack soon, and this one will be even more vicious and fierce."


"Haha, what do we have to be afraid of? With Lord Marquis here, it doesn't matter how powerful Dayan Mangban is. He had so many soldiers just now, but he still had to retreat in bitter defeat. With such losses, he's even less of a match for Lord Marquis."


"Agreed! Dayan Mangban has lost twice now to Lord Marquis. Another attempt will just result in an even greater defeat."


"Every measure has its appropriate countermeasure. Given our strength, should we be afraid of him?"


The generals all began to sound off with their opinions. The battle just now had been a great boost to their confidence, and they now had incredible faith in Wang Chong. Even if Wang Chong told them that he was now going to take them to conquer the entire Ü-Tsang Empire, they would probably take him at his word.


"Proud soldiers are bound to lose. Don't get careless."


Wang Chong shook his head.


His subordinates were drastically underestimating Dayan Mangban. Although he had defeated Dayan Mangban twice now, the first time had only been because he could keep Dayan Mangban's soldiers outside the walls and deal with him alone using rotating teams and joint attack formations.


The second time was because Dayan Mangban's use of barley flour to create a thick white fog had a massive flaw, and Wang Chong was able to use the dust explosion to defeat him.


Neither time was a proper exchange. If one concluded that Dayan Mangban wasn't really all that much from these two victories, then one would be doing nothing more than digging their own grave.


If this was all Dayan Mangban was capable of, he would have never been capable of leaving the City of Steel in defeat and turning right around to kill five thousand Qixi soldiers and Pulan He. And besides that, he certainly wouldn't have been worthy of triggering the Stone of Destiny to issue the 'Threat to Qixi' mission, with success resulting in a reward of 400 Destiny Energy and failure leading to a loss of 2000 Destiny Energy.


Moreover, this was the Asura War God of the Ü-Tsang Empire, the future King of Generals. How could he possibly have such little ability?


"Everyone, cease the chatter." A vigorous voice spoke up, silencing the other officers. "Lord Marquis speaks reason, and I sense as well that this Dayan Mangban is truly an expert. A person who could think of using a yak herd as a vanguard is definitely not a simple person."


Everyone began to turn to Li Siye.


"Proud soldiers are doomed to defeat, and this battle involves us all, but also the eight-thousand-some craftsmen behind us and the safety of Qixi. Until this battle is over, not a single hint of carelessness is permitted," Li Siye sternly admonished.


Wang Chong turned his head to glance at the towering figure of Li Siye and gave a subtle nod. Li Siye truly had the qualities of a top-class Great General. No matter the occasion, he would never abandon his instincts as a commander. Even after the greatest victory, he was able to coldly analyze the situation and make the most rational judgment.


"Everyone, go and rest. Dayan Mangban probably won't attack for the time being. In addition, tell the craftsmen in the rear to increase their speed and finish the third level. The time for this fortress to be used is getting closer and closer," Wang Chong said, his orders as firm as stone. The officers all assented and quickly withdrew.


……


"Dayan, how is it? Do you need me to come in?"


Two-thousand-some zhang away, in the rear of the Tibetan army, another conversation was taking place, but the parties of this conversation were one Ü-Tsang Imperial Great General and one Brigadier General.


The atmosphere was extremely grim.


The defeat from just now had been far too massive. Even though Dusong Mangpoje was responsible for seeing to the rear and holding down Fumeng Lingcha, he had not been able to ignore the situation.


They had suffered an astonishing loss of nearly twenty thousand cavalry. If one added on the twenty thousand losses of Buluhu's army, the Tibetans had lost forty thousand cavalry in total.


Even an Imperial Great General like Dusong Mangpoje would have to think carefully about how to explain this enormous number to the Tsenpo.


"There's no need!" Dayan Mangban immediately refused. "I started this battle, so I have to personally bring it to a close. As for that Wang Chong, no matter what, I will kill him."


"I understand that Wang Chong a little, and he's certainly not an easy person to deal with," Dusong Mangpoje said. "You also saw the battle just now. He's far craftier than we imagined. You alone might not be enough."


It wasn't that he didn't believe in Dayan Mangban, but Dayan Mangban had already lost twice now, and the casualties had been large. He could not permit the soldiers that the Ü-Tsang Empire needed to conquer the world to be used in Dayan Mangban's personal dispute.


Wang Chong was a target that the Tsenpo needed killed, so if Dayan Mangban could not deal with him, Dusong Mangpoje would have to do so himself.


"You're afraid that the losses just now were too great and I'm about to lose even more soldiers?"


Dayan Mangban stared at Dusong Mangpoje, his eyes sharp.


Dusong Mangpoje said nothing, but he gave a firm nod. As the commander-in-chief, there were some things he had to consider, and there was no need to hide them, even in front of Dayan Mangban.


"Hmph, if that's the case, you don't need to worry, because now, I plan to have my White Braves personally take the field. I don't need any soldiers from you. Whether you agree or not, I will definitely kill that Wang Chong!"


With these final words and a sweep of his sleeve, Dayan Mangban left.


……


The blustery wind blew over the blast-ridden plateau, filling the air with a scorched scent.


Behind the silvery-white steel walls, Wang Chong sat cross-legged. By his side was the mountainous figure of Li Siye, acting as his sentinel.


Even if I've defeated the Tibetans, killing a Saint Martial expert like Dayan Mangban is still difficult!


A hand propped under his chin, Wang Chong gazed at the ground in thought.


The mission the Stone of Destiny had given him required Wang Chong to personally kill Dayan Mangban. Someone else killing Dayan Mangban or Dayan Mangban encountering some accident would not fulfill the requirements.


If a situation like that occurred, the mission would be regarded as failed and he would lose 2000 Destiny Energy. Even to the current Wang Chong, this was still a massive number.


After all, after his desperate efforts to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat, all the blood and sweat he had used to defeat Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan and save the southwest, he had only obtained 2410 points of Destiny Energy from completing 'Empire's Dirge'.


The difference in cultivation is still a very large problem. I have to find a way to bring up my strength and close the distance.


With a thought, Wang Chong communicated with the Stone of Destiny. Time was short, and it was impossible to raise his strength so quickly through normal methods, so he could only rely on the Stone of Destiny.


One had to remember that he had not once used the large amount of Destiny Energy he had accumulated since the conclusion of his last mission. Moreover, after completing the 'Trial of Destiny', he had advanced from 'Destiny Struggler' to 'Controller of Destiny'. The Stone of Destiny had also undergone a large transformation, opening a new category of rewards that he could exchange for.


Buzz!


In the next moment, the scene in front of Wang Chong's eyes changed. Floating in the boundless darkness, a stone about the size of a fist appeared in front of him, seemingly plain yet also exuding powerful ripples in space-time.


This was the Stone of Destiny!


Wang Chong had been so busy with matters in reality that it had been a long time since he had carefully examined the Stone of Destiny. After all the events that had transpired, the Stone of Destiny seemed to have gotten larger, and also seemed to be a bit more dazzling and lustrous. This only made it seem more mysterious.




'4030'!


On the upper-right corner of the Stone of Destiny, Wang Chong saw a line of flickering golden numbers.


This is the amount of Destiny Energy I've currently accumulated?


The moment this thought crossed his mind, countless images began to flit past his eyes, carrying with them countless pieces of information. All the rewards from the war of the southwest and the amount he had leftover from before that totaled 2410 points of Destiny Energy. Recruiting five thousand Wushang soldiers from Wushang Village had rewarded him with 600 points of Destiny Energy. For developing cement, he had obtained 1000 points of Destiny Energy. Writing a letter to Gao Xianzhi and exposing heavenly knowledge had lost him 600 points, and finally, the warhorse mission had rewarded him with 510 points of Destiny Energy…


In sum, all his missions up to now had allowed him to accumulate 4030 points of Destiny Energy.


Wang Chong couldn't help but be astonished as he reviewed the information given by the Stone of Destiny. Unwittingly, he had managed to accumulate an impressive sum of Destiny Energy.


With this much, I should have enough to exchange for some powerful abilities, Wang Chong said to himself.


The Stone of Destiny would not elevate an ordinary warrior to a peerless expert overnight. Its effects were in subtler, incremental boosts. And the Stone of Destiny's rewards did not consist of only pure strength, but also included martial arts and techniques.


With 4000 points of Destiny Energy, the range of upgrades available to Wang Chong had massively increased. In addition, as he accumulated more and more, he would reach conditions that would unlock even more rewards.
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Buzz!


With a thought from Wang Chong, the scene before his eyes changed once more. Five golden balls of light had appeared above the Stone of Destiny, displaying within them the words 'Mind', 'Body', 'Energy', 'Techniques', and 'Power', the five different reward categories offered by the Stone of Destiny.


Mind represented 'belief', Body represented 'body-tempering arts', Energy represented 'Origin Energy', Techniques referred to 'martial techniques' and 'martial methods', and Power represented 'vigor' and 'fortune'. Some of these categories had at first been sealed, but after the war of the southwest, the last two categories of 'Techniques' and 'Power' had been opened, making all the categories available.


Wang Chong's eyes naturally turned to the 'Energy' rewards.


This category was not as straightforward as it seemed. The Stone of Destiny would not directly provide Stellar Energy, and it certainly wouldn't directly advance a warrior to another level. Instead, these rewards were all things related to Origin Energy, like halos or Stellar Energy traits. In moments, the Energy rewards available for exchange were displayed in front of Wang Chong.


The rewards from the Stone of Destiny had changed since he last saw them.


Origin Energy Pill, only effective to warriors at the Origin Energy realm; Stellar Energy Honer, alters the nature of Stellar Energy and boosts Stellar Energy's sharpness; Stellar Energy Piercer, alters the nature of Stellar Energy and boosts Stellar Energy's ability to pierce…


Wang Chong mentally read through these extremely familiar contents. The Origin Energy Pill and Stellar Energy Honer were not useful to the current Wang Chong. Only the Stellar Energy Piercer was of any use, as it had a chance of ignoring defenses, with additional purchases allowing him to increase the chance of triggering this special effect.


But what truly attracted Wang Chong were the new rewards being offered.


'Stellar Energy Igniter (Specific to Strength of Lu Wu), upgrades user's Lu Wu Energy by one level. During battle, rapidly burns away opponent's energy. Amount of energy burned is dependent on user's strength and the level of the opponent.


'Basic upgrade: Every fifteen minutes, a quarter of opponent's Stellar Energy is burned away. Effect limited to opponents of Imperial Martial realm and below. Cost: 800 points.


'Advanced upgrade: Every fifteen minutes, a quarter of opponent's Stellar Energy is burned away. Effect limited to opponents of Saint Martial realm and below. Cost: 1200 points.'


Wang Chong couldn't help but widen his eyes at this reward. He clearly remembered that this ability had not been there the last time he looked.


The Stone of Destiny doesn't undergo changes without reason. It seems like besides new categories, new rewards will also be unlocked as I accumulate more Destiny Energy, Wang Chong speculated. But what truly caught his eye were the words 'Specific to Strength of Lu Wu'.


It seemed like the Stone of Destiny would also offer special rewards according to the user's circumstances.


I already have two supreme techniques. One is the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, and the other is the Art of God and Demon Obliteration, but neither triggered any change in the Stone of Destiny. Only this Strength of Lu Wu caused a change in the reward contents. I wonder where it came from?


Wang Chong's mind buzzed as he thought back to the black-clothed people he had encountered.


The Strength of Lu Wu had belonged to that mysterious group. Wang Chong hadn't expected this strength to trigger a change in the Stone of Destiny, but he had to admit that the Stellar Energy Igniter of this Strength of Lu Wu was very useful to him at the moment.


The absorption effect of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art and the burning away of a quarter of an opponent's Stellar Energy every fifteen minutes might not be enough to kill Dayan Mangban, but it was enough to give him a very big problem.


It took only a few moments for Wang Chong to reach a decision.


Buzz!


With a thought, the reward symbolizing 'Stellar Energy Igniter' suddenly began to explode with light. At the same time, a massive stream of energy that was both blazing hot and as cold as ice surged into Wang Chong's body.


This was an excruciating feeling, but it swiftly vanished without a trace. Meanwhile, a brand-new energy had appeared within Wang Chong's body, one that was simultaneously hot and cold and was beginning to fuse with every cell in his body.


What a strange power! Wang Chong thought to himself. This strength was similar to Lu Wu's energy, similarly bursting with vitality, yet it also seemed even more powerful. Interestingly, while nothing appeared to change on the surface, Wang Chong could clearly sense that his strength had been significantly boosted.


I wonder what the effect will be? I'll try it out when I fight Dayan Mangban in a little while.


This had always been the style of the Stone of Destiny, always providing qualitative changes instead of large one-time boosts. Just the 'Stellar Energy Igniter' alone would clearly not be enough to deal with Dayan Mangban, so Wang Chong quickly resumed his search.


The various rewards from the five categories once more emerged before Wang Chong's eyes. These rewards offered different abilities and had different costs, but the vast majority were not what Wang Chong needed at the moment.


As he looked through the rewards, his brow gradually began to crease. Wang Chong didn't care very much about Dayan Mangban's soldiers, as he had plans to deal with them. The only problem he had no solution for was Dayan Mangban.


Putting aside everything else, if this operation failed, Dayan Mangban would immediately go even crazier and begin his assault on Qixi.


Dayan Mangban's actions were bold and imaginative, and not even Wang Chong could predict them. He could only guarantee that Dayan Mangban's attacks against him would be ineffective, but he could not guarantee the same for the Qixi Protectorate army. Moreover, he also had to consider the penalty of 2000 points of Destiny Energy.


"Mm?"


Suddenly, Wang Chong's gaze paused on the very last reward in the 'Techniques' category.


'Karmic Battle Armor (Basic): can only be used by user. Can massively boost user's defensive capabilities, can fend off the thrusts of any divine weapon. In addition, armor will fuse with user's Stellar Energy and greatly boost user's strength.


'Exchange Condition: user must have achieved 'Controller of Destiny' and have obtained Basic Destiny Battle Armor (Karmic Battle Armor is an upgrade to Destiny Battle Armor).


'Cost: 1400 points.


'Upgrade (Advanced Karmic Battle Armor): Strengthen the Stellar Energy boost. When user's Stellar Energy fuses with armor, user can be boosted an entire level in strength.


'Note: Boost cannot exceed 'Saint Martial realm'.


'Note: Boost in strength is followed by an extreme drop in strength. Karmic Battle Armor's strength boost will last a maximum of two hours. In addition, after use, user will experience approximately five days of dizziness and fatigue (Karmic Battle Armor does not consume only the user's Stellar Energy). Finally, for a period of one month, Karmic Battle Armor will not be available for normal use. User should be cautious in using this ability.


'Upgrade cost: 1000 points.


'Extra Upgrade: If user pays an additional 80 points of Destiny Energy, user can store Karmic Battle Armor in the Stone of Destiny's space. At the same time, armor gains the 'equip' effect. When summoned, all pieces of armor will immediately equip themselves to user, allowing user to swiftly equip the armor in any situation.'


As he read through these lines of information, Wang Chong fell into a contemplative silence. He could not recall seeing this reward before.


Could it be…


An idea came to him, and he swiftly moved his mind to the last of the five categories, 'Power', and went to the very last reward.


'Heavenly Mandate Battle Armor (Divine Destiny Battle Armor): Locked!'


Wang Chong saw exactly what he had predicted he would see. But unlike the Karmic Battle Armor, the words 'Heavenly Mandate Battle Armor' were grayed out and locked.


As expected, as I accumulate more Destiny Energy, the numbers of rewards I get access to increases, but the price also increases by a frightening amount, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


The items that Wang Chong had initially exchanged for had only cost several dozen points, but rewards like the 'Stellar Energy Igniter' had terrifying prices. The Stellar Energy Igniter alone had taken 1200 points of Destiny Energy, while the Karmic Battle Armor and its additional upgrades would cost 2480 points of Destiny Energy.


In the past, he would have only been able to sigh in regret at this armor.


But even though the cost for these items was extravagant, their abilities were also extravagant. Both the Stellar Energy Igniter and the Karmic Battle Armor could be used against Saint Martial opponents, and the 'Imperial Great Generals' of the various countries of the world were at the peak of the Saint Martial realm. People stronger than them were few and far between.


The Karmic Battle Armor had the even more astonishing effect with a correspondingly astonishing price. For 2400 Destiny Energy, it could boost a user from the Imperial Martial realm to the Saint Martial realm. Although it was just a change in realms, this difference was as vast as that between the heavens and the earth to Wang Chong.


At the very least, the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art in the Imperial Martial realm was completely different from the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art in the Saint Martial realm.


Time was short, and it took only a few moments of thought for Wang Chong to rid himself of the hesitation. He first spent 80 points of Destiny Energy on the Destiny Battle Armor (Destiny Struggler), after which he spent 1400 points upgrading it to Karmic Battle Armor, and then another 1000 points for the advanced armor, and finally, 80 points for the additional upgrade.


In total, Wang Chong had spent 3760 points of Destiny Energy.


I have 270 points of Destiny Energy left, Wang Chong silently enumerated.


The stronger the abilities, the more Destiny Energy they would require, so Wang Chong did not dare to rashly spend his remaining points.


Buzz!


After all this, Wang Chong finally opened his eyes.
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"Lord Marquis, has your cultivation finished?"


A hint of surprise flashed through Li Siye's eyes as he noticed that Wang Chong was loosening up.




"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded.


"How much time has passed? Has anything happened on the other side?"


"Lord Marquis only began to meditate a few moments ago. Not even twenty seconds have passed," Li Siye said. "As for the Tibetans… nothing yet."


"Oh?"


Wang Chong was dazed as he now understood why Li Siye had appeared surprised. Although he felt like a long time had passed, it had actually been just twenty seconds… In Li Siye's eyes, he had barely sat himself down.


But the flow of time in the mental space had always been different from the flow of time in reality.


Bwoooom!


As they were speaking, a plaintive horn blared from the Tibetan army, echoing across the battlefield. Unlike the previous horns, this horn carried with it a stifling pressure.


Buzz!


The earth began to tremble, and even the grass in front of Wang Chong and Li Siye started rustling.


Wang Chong's expression turned grave and he immediately stood.


"Pass on my order for all soldiers to get ready! Dayan Mangban is about to attack!" Wang Chong sternly said.


Sensing the gravity in Wang Chong's voice, Li Siye quickly took off. The moment he left, buzz! A powerful aura emerged from the Tibetan army two thousand zhang away, clear and distinct. Looking over, Wang Chong saw the black tide of the Tibetan army split apart, allowing a snow-white steed with crimson hooves to trot out.


A familiar figure was mounted on this warhorse, its eyes locked onto Wang Chong. Even at this distance, Wang Chong could sense that chilling killing intent and the fiendish air around him.


Is the attack finally beginning?


Wang Chong had immediately recognized Dayan Mangban.


Although he had defeated Dayan Mangban twice, Wang Chong was not the slightest bit relaxed. Dayan Mangban was a famous general of Ü-Tsang, a brave, fierce general, and Ü-Tsang's 'Asura War God'.


In those previous two incidents, Wang Chong had used schemes or group attacks to deal with Dayan Mangban, but they had never once engaged in a proper cavalry battle.


More importantly, Dayan Mangban was the sort of person who would learn from each experience, and with no white fog of barley powder, Wang Chong wouldn't be able to use another dust explosion to deal with him.


'Brat, your death is certain!'


Although Dayan Mangban had said nothing, Wang Chong could clearly see the murderous intent in his eyes. Bzzt! Dayan Mangban raised his right hand, giving the signal for a different force of cavalry to trot out.


Every soldier of this force was riding an extremely muscular horse, larger in every aspect than the surrounding highland steeds.


Their bulging muscles contained an explosive strength.


And their riders were also different from the rest of the Tibetan cavalry.


Owing to the environment of the plateau, the majority of Tibetans were shorter than the average Han, but each of these riders was extremely tall, and their eyes were dark and cruel. Just by standing in their ranks, they exuded a murderous and baleful aura that soared into the skies and exerted an intense pressure.


No ordinary cavalry could exude this kind of intense aura. The only force that could compare to them across the entire plateau was Wang Chong's five thousand Wushang Cavalry.


"The White Braves!"


In the distance, several officers from the Qixi Protectorate army narrowed their eyes as they whispered out that name. Heba Ye was particularly affected, his pupils shrinking into pinpricks.


No one had a deeper impression of the White Braves than the Qixi Protectorate army. It had needed the deaths of five thousand soldiers and General Pulan He to learn the power and ferocity of the White Braves under Dayan Mangban's command.


To the Qixi Protectorate army, that event was a nightmare. Although there had been only around two thousand White Braves, each of them had been like a demon out of the underworld.


Although the soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army had charged into the fray, they were thrown to the sky like ragdolls before the White Braves. Although they had gone up in groups, they had completely failed to stop the advance of the White Braves.


This impressive strength, the frightening techniques, and callous heart… Even the veteran Qixi soldiers trembled in fear at the might of the White Braves.


That was a bloody night that none of them wanted to remember, including Heba Ye and the other Qixi Protectorate army officers.


Buzz!


Time seemed to stop for a moment. All eyes were on Dayan Mangban's arm swinging down. Rumble! The earth shuddered as the five thousand stalwart and proud White Braves surged past Dayan Mangban like a mighty flood.


They slowly began to pick up speed, and then suddenly accelerated, hooves thundering against the earth. In a few seconds, the White Braves had reached full speed.


The earth shook and dust churned. There were only five thousand of them, but when these White Braves began to charge, they seemed able to cover the earth and topple mountains. It didn't seem like they were five thousand, but fifty thousand, or even more.


Neigh!


As the White Braves charged, a cry could be heard behind them. In a white blur, Dayan Mangban charged out from behind the army, last to leave but first to arrive.


Clang! A metal clattering filled the air, and as the front hooves of the divine steed hit the ground, a dark red halo began to rapidly expand like a whirlwind from Dayan Mangban's feet.


The world seemed to be stripped of sound as a mighty halo shrouded the battlefield. In a blink, a massive war halo had expanded to the feet of every White Brave.


Their energy instantly swelled to inconceivable levels. Not only that, this dark red halo fused together all their energies, rendering them into a single immovable fortress.


Buzz!


In the distance, even the hitherto-silent Fumeng Lingcha couldn't help but express his surprise.


"This Dayan Mangban… truly does have some ability!"


Fumeng Lingcha's cherished general Pulan He had been killed by Dayan Mangban, as had five thousand of his soldiers. Although Fumeng Lingcha was using Dayan Mangban to deal with Wang Chong, deep within his heart, his desire to kill Dayan Mangban was no less than Wang Chong's.


But even so, Fumeng Lingcha had to admit that Dayan Mangban was a truly daunting adversary.


This powerful halo was not something ordinary cavalry could endure. Just this alone proved that in terms of training, Dayan Mangban was far above ordinary commanders.


Fumeng Lingcha was also praised for his ability to train soldiers, and his troops were always extremely well-disciplined. It was precisely for this reason that even though the Qixi Protectorate did not have many soldiers, it was able to firmly protect Qixi.


Both the Ü-Tsang Empire and the Western Turkic Khaganate could do nothing against the Qixi Protectorate overseen by Fumeng Lingcha.


But even the soldiers trained by Fumeng Lingcha were outshone by Dayan Mangban's White Braves.


Even Fumeng Lingcha had to admit that.


If it were him fighting against Dayan Mangban's five thousand White Braves, Fumeng Lingcha would definitely have to put in all his effort and maintain strict command over his soldiers.


"Dusong Mangpoje might be stronger, but he's not as good of a commander as Dayan Mangban. For Ü-Tsang to have this kind of person is truly a disaster for my Great Tang and Qixi. If there's a chance, once Wang Chong is dead, I have to kill him as quickly as possible to prevent him from becoming an even bigger problem."


Fumeng Lingcha's eyes glowed with a fierce and murderous light.


……


"Ready!"


As the five thousand White Braves approached in a seething cloud of dust, Wang Chong waved his hand, a grim look in his eyes.


He had never underestimated his opponents, much less a powerful foe like Dayan Mangban.


"Li Siye, get ready to use the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation!" Wang Chong solemnly ordered.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Li Siye knew that Wang Chong was serious and quickly went to make the arrangements.


In all his time with Wang Chong, Li Siye had never seen him so solemn. In the past, regardless of the opponent he faced, he would always appear composed and confident, but with Dayan Mangban, he was completely different.


Li Siye could sense that Wang Chong was being particularly cautious with Dayan Mangban.


Wang Chong could tell that Li Siye was surprised, but he chose not to explain.


In his last life, he hadn't interacted much with Dayan Mangban, but had heard far too many tales about him. Dayan Mangban was a madman, but he was also an extremely fearsome opponent. In the end, he had become an Imperial Great General of Ü-Tsang, and one who was even stronger than Dusong Mangpoje.


There were far too many stories about the cities and countries he had destroyed.


And besides, someone who could lead five thousand White Braves to stop the advance of the Arabian Mamelukes in the aftermath of the Tang defeat could not be a mediocre individual.


Any opponent who dared to look down on him was only bringing destruction upon themselves.
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"All soldiers, hear my order! Change formation…"


A thunderous voice quickly rose from behind Wang Chong. With Li Siye's order, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry quickly began to shift.


Neigh! As horses whinnied and armor clattered, the Wushang Cavalry quickly completed the formation change. In a flash, the aura of the army transformed, and a frigid and fiendish aura began to surge into the sky.


A simple change of formation instantly attracted the attention of all spectators to this battle. Even the grass around the Wushang Cavalry had begun to exude a grim and bleak aura.


"Milord, what's going on over there?"


"Such thick fiendish energy! What is that brat doing?"


"Those cavalry of Wushang don't seem normal."


The people of the Qixi Protectorate were quick to notice the transformation of the Wushang Cavalry. On this tense battlefield, a change in the forces on any side would draw everyone's focus.


No one understood what Wang Chong was doing. Even though the Wushang Cavalry hadn't even begun to charge, they seemed even more dangerous and fierce than before.


Right now, anyone who looked at Wang Chong's forces, even at great distances, would instinctively feel a deep unease. If they looked carefully, they would even feel that the five thousand Wushang Cavalry were unleashing some invisible energy that was blurring the air around them.


None of them had ever encountered such a situation before.


Although they were clueless as to the meaning of all this, everyone could sense that the Wushang Cavalry had become extremely formidable.


"It appears to be some sort of formation…"


Among the Qixi generals, none was more experienced than the commander of the western front, Heba Ye. His pupils had constricted into tiny holes as he stared at the Wushang Cavalry.


Heba Ye knew almost all the formations of the Great Tang like the back of his hand, and he alone was capable of utilizing several of them whenever the situation called for it.


Heba Ye had spent many years campaigning in the Western Regions, and few people could compare to him in this aspect. But even Heba Ye could not recognize the formation Wang Chong was using.


From the aura, it was definitely a top-class battle formation, so there was no reason he shouldn't have seen it, or at least heard of it.


"Milord…"


Heba Ye subconsciously turned to the Qixi Protector-General, Fumeng Lingcha. In terms of experience, no one could surpass Fumeng Lingcha.


He was the Protector-General of Qixi, one of the Great Tang's few and most elite Great Generals, and there was probably very little that he did not know.


But to Heba Ye's surprise, what he saw was Fumeng Lingcha with his brow tightly creased, staring hard in Wang Chong's direction.


It appeared that he was just as mystified.


Stunned, Heba Ye was momentarily speechless.


……


"Milord!"


Fumeng Lingcha and the Qixi Protectorate army were far from the only ones unsettled by the change in Wang Chong's army. At the same moment, in the rear of the Tibetan army, the generals had turned serious and were beginning to look toward Dusong Mangpoje.


Dayan Mangban and his five thousand White Braves were admittedly formidable, but those Wushang Cavalry of the Great Tang also gave off an aura of ferocity, and after experiencing the unstoppable charge of those five thousand Tang, witnessing them cut down Tibetans like they were weeds, no one dared to underestimate them.


Those corpses that still carpeted the battlefield had been the price for underestimating the Tang.


Dusong Mangpoje remained silent, his expression as placid as an ancient well. But those officers who were familiar with him had clearly noticed that when Wang Chong's forces had changed formation, Dusong Mangpoje had leaned forward and his muscles tensed. But he had very quickly relaxed, regaining his normal composure.


"Milord, that Tang isn't easy to deal with. What if we send soldiers to reinforce General Dayan?" a Tibetan general nervously said to Dusong Mangpoje.


When they had heard that Huoshu Huicang and Dalun Ruozan had lost in the southwest to that Great Tang youth, most of them hadn't believed it, but after witnessing that inconceivable explosion, all of them regarded that seemingly 'ordinary' youth like a god.


"There's no need!"


Dusong Mangpoje's eyes flashed for a moment.


"Dayan Mangban's five thousand White Braves are already more than enough. His five thousand soldiers are our strongest force. If not even Dayan Mangban can do anything about the Tang, sending more soldiers would just be adding to our losses."


"But when Dalun Ruozan and General Huoshu Huicang…"


A reluctant Tibetan general wanted to say more, but he was quickly interrupted by Dusong Mangpoje.


"Dalun Ruozan is Dalun Ruozan and Dayan Mangban is Dayan Mangban, and the soldiers of the Ngari Royal Lineage are far inferior to those five thousand White Braves!" Dusong Mangpoje indifferently said, but then he remembered something, and his brow slightly creased. "But what you say is reasonable. Zhagong, bring five thousand soldiers to assist."


"Yes, Milord," a Tibetan general replied before quickly turning around. Rumble! A few moments later, another trail of dust rose from the Tibetan army and another horn blared. Another force of five thousand Tibetan cavalry galloped off, following close behind the five thousand White Braves.


……


"Milord, the Tibetans have sent out more men!"


Xu Keyi became nervous as he saw the second cloud of dust and he subconsciously turned to Wang Chong.


"Don't worry about it!"


Wang Chong's face was cold and emotionless. His strategic objective this time was Dayan Mangban and his five thousand White Braves. As long as he achieved this goal, he really didn't care about the five thousand additional Tibetan cavalry.


"Get ready! Attack on my signal!"


Wang Chong raised an arm, his eyes locked onto the distant Dayan Mangban. The five thousand White Braves were in full gallop, and leading the charge was the steely-eyed Dayan Mangban. He alone exuded an aura that swept over the earth, that seemed capable of toppling mountains.


As a Saint Martial expert, Dayan Mangban's strength had reached an incredible level that would make the vast majority of martial artists lower their heads and tremble in fear.


But Dayan Mangban did not care for anyone else. His expression was resolute, his eyes fixed on the distant Wang Chong as if nothing else existed in this world except killing Wang Chong. He could see nothing else and remained unmoved no matter what happened around him. Not even the five thousand reinforcements from Dusong Mangpoje were able to induce any ripple of emotion.


"Come! With this strike, I will crush your bones into powder!"


Dayan Mangban clenched his teeth, his killing intent surging.


Although he seemed insane, Dayan Mangban was actually someone who preferred all the plans to be made before moving out, and his plans had been perfect here. He had the yak herd, the barley flour, the full army behind it… A lion would still use its strength when hunting down a rabbit, but it was precisely because he had done so that Wang Chong had taken the chance to create that damaging explosion.


To the proud Asura War God of Ü-Tsang that was Dayan Mangban, twenty thousand deaths was an utter disgrace.


Thus, in this assault, Dayan Mangban had cast aside all plans and caution. No matter what tricks Wang Chong had, he would use absolute power to crush them into dust. This time, there were no barriers. On this flat and open plateau, nothing could block his path.


"All soldiers, assume the Great Bon Formation!"


Dayan Mangban pressed his body against the back of his horse, his eyes glimmering with a savage light as he thrust his arm into the air! Rumble! Around a thousand zhang from Wang Chong's forces, the five thousand White Braves suddenly let out a shout and began to change their formation, rays of light exploding out of their bodies.


Buzz!


In a flash, the five thousand White Braves adeptly spread apart, assuming a whole new formation while still charging at high speeds. This was not the Tibetan Echelon Formation, but a powerful formation that had never been seen before.


"Om!"


"Ma!"


"Ni!"


"Me!"


"Hung!"


The moment they assumed the formation, the five thousand White Braves were covered in a grim shroud. In the air, an ancient and enigmatic voice suddenly began to speak from out of the depths of spacetime. Each of the six syllables it intoned carried an explosive strength that bolstered the White Braves.


When the sixth and final syllable was spoken, the White Braves underwent a fundamental transformation. This already formidable force of cavalry instantly soared to astonishing heights.


An energy as vast as the mountains and seas exploded out of the White Braves, threatening to drown the entire world.


This aura was so powerful that even the distant Fumeng Lingcha and his Qixi Protectorate army experienced a formidable pressure. It was like those five thousand soldiers were not charging at Wang Chong, but at them.


"What sort of formation is this!"


Even Fumeng Lingcha slightly paled at this sight.


He had long ago heard of Dayan Mangban's reputation, but since the Ü-Tsang Empire was located on the extremely isolated plateau and did not have much interaction with the surrounding countries, outsiders had little specifics on its interior. Added on to that the facts that Dayan Mangban was not as famous as Great Generals like Dusong Mangpoje and that he rarely campaigned in Qixi, even a Great General like Fumeng Lingcha had never made him a target to watch.


But when he witnessed the transformation of the White Braves, Fumeng Lingcha knew that he had been wrong. He had truly been underestimating this man. Perhaps Dayan Mangban was not as famous as Dusong Mangpoje, but he was a powerful martial artist and formidable commander, and he knew extremely powerful formations. If one had to rank them by threat level, he was definitely above Dusong Mangpoje, not below.
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"Those cavalry from Wushang are in danger!"


By Fumeng Lingcha's side, Heba Ye and the other generals of the Qixi Protectorate army looked worriedly on at the seemingly unstoppable White Braves. Although they were opposed to Wang Chong, Wang Chong having even offended their Protector-General, all of them couldn't help but feel sympathy.


After all, they were all people of the Great Tang, and moreover, the Qixi Protectorate army would eventually have to fight with Dayan Mangban as well.


Rumble!


The earth shuddered under the charge of the White Braves, their five thousand seeming like an army of tens of thousands, their momentum unstoppable. If the White Braves could contend against twice or thrice their number, then these White Braves in formation were finally displaying the abilities worthy of their status as the guardians of the royal capital, defenders of the Tibetan Plateau, the strongest of all the soldiers of Ü-Tsang.


Right now, the White Braves were capable of contending against eight times, nine times, even ten times their number.


This was the true face of that terrifying army that could contend against the elite Arabian Mamelukes.


The earth was shaking so intensely that it seemed ready to sunder apart. In front of these White Braves, any commander would feel an endless pressure and a deep-rooted fear.


It's finally here!


On the other end of the battlefield, behind the countless steel walls, Wang Chong's eyes narrowed in an expression of unprecedented gravity as he gazed at the charging White Braves.


The Great Bon Formation!


Dayan Mangban had finally revealed the formation he had used to battle against the Mamelukes on the plateau, that formation passed down from the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple, the most powerful formation of the plateau!


'Bon' referred to the 'Bon religion', the oldest religion of the Tibetan Plateau. Its origins were far older than the Ü-Tsang Empire, even older than the religion of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple.


All Tibetans believed that the Great Bon1 was a religion that belonged to an extremely ancient civilization of the plateau that had vanished long ago, and the Great Bon had been an existence similar to the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple of the current era. All information about that civilization, including the Great Bon religion, had completely disappeared, with only a few snatches of information being passed down. This information was preserved in the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple for those who came after to revere it.




The Great Bon Formation was a powerful formation of the Bon faith that the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple had preserved, and the White Braves had used secret techniques of the Bon faith to cultivate it.


The mysterious white symbol emblazoned on the sides of the White Braves' steeds was the symbol of the Great Bon.


These were tales that had only begun to emerge from the Tibetan Plateau in the era of the great calamity!


When Dayan Mangban's White Braves used the Great Bon Formation, they became the strongest cavalry force on the plateau, and also one of the strongest cavalry forces in the world! Not many soldiers could stand atop this towering precipice, with the White Braves being one of them and the Arabian Mamelukes being another.


Wang Chong's Wushang Cavalry was also one of them!


But in his previous life, Wang Chong had never had a chance to lead his Wushang Cavalry in a battle against the Asura Dayan Mangban's White Braves.


This is also fine! Let me see whose soldiers are stronger! Who can truly claim to have the strongest cavalry in the world!


Wang Chong, mounted on his White-hoofed Shadow, stared at the approaching White Braves with a look of unprecedented anticipation in his eyes.


By the time of his ascendancy in his last life, the stars of all the generals had fallen, leaving the starry night dim. Although he had been praised as the supreme War Saint throughout the ages and had obtained the recognition of his seniors, as a commander, he still had some regrets. He had never been able to truly test his abilities against those powerful adversaries.


The Wushang Cavalry had been acclaimed as the number one cavalry of the world, a title they had obtained through their battles with the otherworldly invaders and acknowledged by all the people of the world. But the Wushang Cavalry had never fought against the White Braves of the Tibetan Plateau, never fought against the Arabian Mamelukes who had defeated the Great Tang, Gao Xianzhi, and his Anxi Protectorate army, and had never fought against the Turkic Wolftooth Cavalry, so their reputation felt a little undeserved.


But now, he could finally fulfill one of his regrets.


"Ready!"


With a clang, Wang Chong unsheathed his sword and aimed it forward, the silvery-white Wootz Steel gleaming beneath the dark clouds with a cold light. The energy of his soldiers gathered together, and the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation began to change.


The formation from before had only been at its basic stage, and it suddenly began to exude an energy several times more somber and intense.


Wang Chong's gaze was fixed on the approaching army, as were those of his five thousand Wushang Cavalry.


Thirteen hundred zhang, twelve hundred zhang, eleven hundred zhang, one thousand zhang…


As they got closer and closer, the White Braves in the Great Bon Formation began to get faster and faster, the energy bursting out of their bodies growing stronger and stronger. Above them, the air began to twist, and a massive white '卍' manifested in the air, exuding an ancient and oppressive aura.


Even from a distance, it exerted a suffocating mental pressure.


Most frightening of all was that the energy of the White Braves was fusing into one. The mass charge of five thousand soldiers was truly the most dreadful of all.


Yet Wang Chong's eyes remained calm in the face of these White Braves, immovable as a mountain.


Nine hundred and fifty zhang, nine hundred zhang, eight hundred and fifty zhang, eight hundred zhang!


Their momentum continued to increase as they got closer, but Wang Chong remained unmoved. His eyes were half-closed as he waited for the right moment, waited for the moment where Dayan Mangban's momentum reached its peak and he would no longer be able to turn around. This time, he did not only want to defeat Dayan Mangban, but also completely resolve this danger to Qixi.


Seven hundred and fifty zhang, seven hundred zhang!


Less than two thousand meters now stood between them, a distance that was now creeping into dangerous territory.


Six hundred and fifty zhang, six hundred zhang!


"Wang Chong, hand over your life!" A thunderous voice rang out through the sky. Dayan Mangban was pressed up against the back of his divine steed, his spear leveled as he roared.


"Hmph!" Wang Chong snorted, at the same time swinging down his sword and giving the signal to attack.


Rumble!


There was an earth-shaking boom as the five thousand unmoving Wushang Cavalry suddenly surged forward. At this moment, every other sound was drowned out, and the entire plateau seemed to dim.


Neigh!


Horses cried out like massive beasts ripping off their disguises. With a force that could sunder mountains, the Wushang Cavalry charged forward.


Clangclangclang! Thousands of halos began to descend, winding around the hooves of the Wushang Cavalry. In an instant, the originally silent cavalry had ascended to astonishing levels, their energy expelling the pressure exuded by the White Braves.


If one said that the aura exuded by the Wushang Cavalry had been like that of a child in comparison to the White Braves at their peak, then the moment Wang Chong gave the order, the rapid rise of energy in the Wushang Cavalry had made this child into an adult.


Although they still could not compare to Dayan Mangban's Great Bon Formation, they now had the right to contend against the White Braves.


"What?!"


Dayan Mangban's pupils constricted at this sight, his mind reeling from the shock. But this was only the beginning…


Bang!


There was another metal clattering as the White-hoofed Shadow reared up on its legs. Wind gusted and light flashed as a dark red halo began to expand, spreading from beneath the White-hoofed Shadow to all the Wushang Cavalry.


The Halo of Dusk Stallion!


As the cavalry charged, Wang Chong had immediately unleashed this supreme cavalry halo. Clangclangclang! Three Halos of Dusk Stallion were released, bolstering his entire army.


Wang Chong would let everyone experience the power of the Halo of Dusk Stallion.


Ten zhang!


The five thousand Wushang Cavalry had accelerated to extraordinary speeds. Speeds that normal cavalry would need five hundred meters to reach had been achieved by the Wushang Cavalry in only ten zhang, thirty meters.


Twenty zhang!


Streams of air howled beneath the hooves, traveling for more than one hundred zhang. The five thousand Wushang Cavalry were already beginning to blur as they reached the speed limit of normal cavalry.


Thirty zhang!


By this time, the Wushang Cavalry had reached a speed that would leave most cavalry stunned and sighing in praise. But the Halo of Dusk Stallion was bolstering the Wushang Cavalry to even higher speeds.


Fifty zhang!


The earth shuddered. At this moment, the Wushang Cavalry were like bolts of lightning, leaving long white trails in their wake, and yet they were still getting faster…


"How could they be this fast?!"


The explosive speed and power of the Wushang Cavalry had left everyone stunned. The soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate all became apprehensive, subconsciously standing straight. On the other side, Dusong Mangpoje couldn't stop his eyes from twitching.


Everyone knew that cavalry were stronger the faster they were. They had never seen or heard of something like this, with cavalry reaching such high speeds in the space of just fifty zhang.


And the five thousand Wushang Cavalry were only getting faster.


Eighty zhang!


The clouds of dust stirred by the army now reached a hundred feet into the air.


One hundred zhang!


The Wushang Cavalry had finally reached their maximum speed, and the earth seemed to groan under their power. At this moment, the speed of the Wushang Cavalry had completely surpassed Dayan Mangban's White Braves, reaching a speed no other cavalry in the world had ever reached.

______________
1.Bon is a religion of Tibet which traditionally claims to have existed before the arrival of Buddhism in Tibet and is claimed to have been the religion of the Zhangzhung Dynasty. Currently, the Bon religion shares many its overall teachings and terminology with Tibetan Buddhism.↩
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"Impossible!"


At this moment, Dayan Mangban's teeth were clenched, his eyes brimming with shock. The Great Bon Formation was a secret art of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple and belonged to an ancient religion of the plateau. It was only through its properties that the White Braves were able to reach such a terrifying maximum speed.


This was almost the maximum speed that any cavalry could reach, and Dayan Mangban didn't know of any cavalry that could be any faster than his White Braves.


But in the space of one hundred zhang, Wang Chong had exceeded this limit, shattered it.


Yet it still wasn't over. Boom! There was a flash of light, and suddenly, a killing intent as vast as the seas exploded out from the Wushang Cavalry.


Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation!


This was a formation from the era of the great calamity, one forged from the combined essence of countless formations and the combined intelligence of countless people. It had been hailed as one of the strongest war formations in that apocalyptic world, and now, for the first time in this world, it was revealing its power and glory.


'Ten charges for ten victories! Devils weep and gods are vanquished!'


During the great calamity, there were ten supreme battlefield formations, filtered out from the world's thousands of formations and further improved and refined. These formations resided at the peak of the field as the kings of formations, and the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation was one of these.


'Ten charges for ten victories; devils weep and gods are vanquished' was a phrase that described the terrifying offensive power of this formation. Almost no formation was capable of stopping it.


This was a purely offensive technique, sharp and fierce beyond compare. Upon obtaining this formation, Wang Chong had modified it even further to make it even more powerful.


At the same time, he had made it more suitable for his Wushang Cavalry, converting it into one of humanity's strongest formations against the otherworldly invaders.


Wang Chong had used this formation to create many legends, leading his Wushang Cavalry in killing countless numbers of those otherworldly invaders, who had such incredible vitality and such formidable defenses that in the early stages, they were said to be undying.


And although the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation was not the most powerful of the Ten Great Battle Formations, it was the one most suited for breaking through enemy formations and shattering defenses. In addition, the Wushang Cavalry had just been trained up and had not been tempered through countless battles, so it would be very difficult for them to train in any of the other ten formations. The Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation was the only one within their capabilities.


It was for these reasons that Wang Chong had chosen the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation.


But even so, the power of the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation was practically unequaled in this world.


Tibetan plate armor was the thickest in the world, with no other country being able to compare, and the Great Bon Formation was a perfect match for this aspect. While it was both a formidable offensive and defensive formation, it was particularly strong on the defense. It was by this method that Dayan Mangban could lead the White Braves in dealing a heavy wound to the Arabian Mamelukes.


This was both a model campaign and an extremely influential one, so every student of the art of war would have to study it. As the final Grand Marshal of the Central Plains, Wang Chong had researched all the campaigns of the world and the strategies and tactics employed within them, and this battle had been among them.


Wang Chong had analyzed the Great Bon Formation and determined that while its offensive capabilities were not outstanding, its inherent defensive power paired with the Tibetan plate armor made for a peerless defense. This was the perfect counter to the Mamelukes, who had fierce attacks but weak defenses.


It was like the sharpest spear was clashing against the toughest shield. The Great Bon Formation was that shield, and anyone who couldn't break it would only end up being battered to death. This was a legendary battle, a clash of the world's strongest cavalry on the unique geography of the plateau.


In his analysis, Wang Chong had determined that if he wanted to deal with the White Braves, the best method was to use the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation.


Although this formation was not the strongest of the ten formations, perhaps was even the weakest, it was the most powerful charging formation. As long as one could scatter the Tibetan Great Bon Formation and dispel its buff, the White Braves, while still formidable, would not be as fearsome.


Thus, the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation was truly the best choice for dealing with Dayan Mangban.


Buzz!


A powerful energy emerged from the five thousand Wushang Cavalry, one able to stand on equal terms with the White Braves.


Previously, the Wushang Cavalry might have just been considered elites among elites, but now, their strength had swelled to such heights that they could now be ranked with the best cavalry of the world.


"Bastard! There's no way such a thing is possible!"


Dayan Mangban was grinding his teeth together, furious at this sight. The White Braves were the guardians of the royal capital, one of the best cavalry forces of the Ü-Tsang Empire.


All the White Braves were hand-picked, and Dayan Mangban had paid a massive price to raise this supreme force.


Of all the cavalry of the Ü-Tsang Empire, Dayan Mangban had selected only five thousand, and he had brought them around the surrounding countries, fighting countless wars to train and hone them into the current White Braves.


With the current strength of the White Braves, Dayan Mangban was confident that he could charge them into an army of fifty thousand and emerge with a decisive victory.


There were few soldiers in Dayan Mangban's mind that could compare to the White Braves, perhaps none.


But Dayan Mangban had never imagined that on the border of the plateau that he was so familiar with, he would encounter an elite force of cavalry that was on the same level as his White Braves, and this was a Tang force belonging to that Wang Chong that he had to kill.


This was completely unacceptable to Dayan Mangban.


"All soldiers, hear my order! Kill them all! Don't leave a single one alive!" Dayan Mangban hollered out, killing intent surging in his eyes. No matter what, he could not allow any other cavalry force to sit on the same level as his White Braves.


Rumble! The White Braves' hooves thundered as they shot like a fired arrow toward Wang Chong and his five thousand Wushang Cavalry.


At this stage in the battle, there was no ground left to retreat.


"Li Siye, follow me!" Wang Chong ordered. His eyes twinkled as he stared at Dayan Mangban and the White Braves.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Li Siye's energy was like a storm as he followed closely behind Wang Chong. The five thousand Wushang Cavalry were continuing to add to their speed and momentum, causing a grim and bleak energy to rise into the sky and the air to twist and contort.


Buzz!


When the Wushang Cavalry's energy reached its peak, a massive golden spear suddenly manifested in the air above them, the point of which aimed at the Tibetan White Braves.


Not only that, a moment after that ten-some-zhang golden spear appeared, there was a second, and then a third, slightly thinner spear, and then a fourth, a fifth… Ten massive spears appeared over the army, like a school of sharks, all of them aimed at the White Braves.


Ten Charges Ten Victories!


These ten spears were the strongest attack of this formation!


Fifty zhang, forty zhang, thirty zhang…


As the two armies approached, everyone else looked on. The several dozen subordinates Fumeng Lingcha had brought with him were completely entranced by this sight, even forgetting to breathe. In the rear of the Tibetan army, Dusong Mangpoje had subconsciously straightened his body, the muscles on his neck tightening as he watched with rapt attention.


The entirety of the Tibetan army was shrouded in a deathly silence, each soldier watching as those two cavalry forces of apparently similar strength approached.


The thundering of hooves drowned out all other noise, transforming into the loudest existence on the battlefield.


Twenty zhang, ten zhang…


The tension in the air had reached unprecedented levels. The two armies could see the killing intent in their enemies' eyes, the desire for slaughter. Wang Chong could even see the veins bulging out of Dayan Mangban's forehead and the black horseshoes on that divine steed. He could even hear Dayan Mangban's heavy breathing.


Good or evil, right or wrong—now is the time to be tested!


As the thundering of hooves filled his ears, Wang Chong was suddenly filled with an unprecedented will to fight.


Gone were the grudges between the Great Tang and Ü-Tsang; cast aside were the missions of the Stone of Destiny. As a pure soldier, as a War Saint who lived only for battle, Wang Chong had an all-consuming desire to battle with these famous generals, Brigadier Generals, and Great Generals that he had never fought with before. He wished to test his might against those elite armies.


Those were the regrets of Wang Chong's last life, but now, he could finally get his wish.


…I will let you see what it means to truly be the strongest cavalry!


Wang Chong's staring eyes erupted with his formidable resolve.


Rumble!


Suddenly, there was a massive crash, the two cavalry forces smashing into each other like two furious waves. In that moment, time seemed to stop, and then there was a thunderous boom. It was like a giant and invisible hand had slammed against the ground, and the entire plateau shuddered.


As the surrounding world quaked, clang! No one noticed that a milky-white halo was beginning to expand under Wang Chong's feet, quickly spreading to the White Braves.


The energy of the White Braves swayed as it began to drop. Clang! After the first halo came a second.


The Bane of the Battlefield and the Bane of Generals—in this clash, Wang Chong had immediately unleashed his two strongest halos.


Rumble!


The world continued to shake and sway, the winds howling as five thousand White Braves clashed against five thousand Wushang Cavalry.
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Neigh!


Winds roared and horses cried. Warhorse crashed against warhorse, scimitar clashed against sword, Stellar Energy rammed against Stellar Energy, halo collided against halo…


All these sounds mixed and intertwined as the entire battlefield fell into chaos.


The use of warhorses became clear now. All the White Braves used the most valiant of the plateau's highland steeds, each of them of stalwart physique, with extremely tough flesh and bulging muscles, the cream of the crop.


If they were going against ordinary warhorses, the White Braves would only need a single collision to crack the bones and shatter the muscles of their opponents' horses, but the Wushang Cavalry were riding powerful warhorses of their own. These were the finest steeds of the Turkic steppe, capable of going toe-to-toe with the Arabian warhorses.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


In this collision of warhorses, Dayan Mangban's specially-selected highland steeds actually failed to gain any advantage over Wang Chong's Turkic warhorses.


"Kill!"


"Kill these Tang!"


"No one can tread on our plateau like this, and no one can humiliate our general like this! Kill them all!"


The Tibetan White Braves crazily howled, their scimitars whistling as they sliced through the air. They had a glorious history on the plateau, having vanquished countless foreign armies, broken the walls of capital after capital, killed renowned general after general, and made innumerable soldiers tremble in fear.


This was the glorious record of the White Braves, a record they were all proud of!


In the Western Regions, no one could stop them, and there was nothing they could not break. This was a conviction that all the White Braves held.


But now, these guardians of the royal capital, the strongest force of cavalry on the plateau, finally understood that there existed on this world another force that was equal to them.


Like them, these people were also a most elite force of cavalry.


Bang!


The air vibrated and sparks flew. A scimitar, boosted by the energy from the charge, slashed at the foe opposite, but then there was a flash of light. This scimitar that could usually cleave everything it encountered had been blocked by a slender sword.


This sword did not seem very hardy, nor was it very large, but its silver-white edge transmitted an inconceivable energy. It had easily blocked the White Brave's determined scimitar strike, and the sword itself didn't even waver, seeming to be rooted in the air.


"How could this be! When did those people from Wushang City get so powerful?"


This White Brave with a scar on his forehead trembled in shock. He had participated in the night raid on the City of Steel, and had even been one of those who had scaled the walls to join Dayan Mangban in the assault.


At that time, not even two or three guards of the City of Steel working together had been their match. In the end, the guards had still needed the might of the ballistae to suppress them. In addition, they had been attacking the city then, so they had been unable to show their full strength.


He found it impossible to believe that on this open terrain, where they could use their maximum strength, these weakling Tang would be able to fight them head-to-head.


"Hmph, idiot, did you really think that there was no one in the Great Tang who could stand up to you?" said a sneering voice. Before the scarred White Brave could react, a cavalry boot expanded in his field of vision. A kick rose from beneath his opponent's horse, and with one strike, this White Brave was sent flying from his highland steed.


"Impossible!"


The White Brave crashed onto the ground, rolling a few times before leaping back to his feet, his heart still stunned by what had just occurred. As one of the finest horsemen of Ü-Tsang, one who had participated in the extermination of many a small country, this White Brave was extremely experienced, but never had he encountered someone who fought like this.


That kick from the horse's underbelly was so bizarre and impossible to defend against. He had never imagined an attack from this angle. Even those elite Turks who excelled in these kinds of battles would never use such a method of attack.


This was a horseman of the Central Plains, yet he was so agile and dexterous, his horsemanship even better than a Turk's!


"I'm too lazy to deal with you. Just know that you found the wrong person when you ran into Lord Marquis!"


The Wushang on the horse sneered before taking off. These Tibetans were far too conceited. They couldn't even tell the difference between Tang, couldn't even see that they were fighting a whole new set of people.


The Wushang Cavalry had a rigid strategy. In battle, they could only worry about charging, and they certainly couldn't stop or go back to chase someone down.


The dismounted Tibetans would be left for the Wushang Cavalry behind them to deal with.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


The two armies continued to clash. As countless people watched on, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry displayed their formidable horsemanship on the world's stage for the first time. The underbelly, the neck, even the hindquarters—the Wushang Cavalry's angles of attack were bizarre and crafty to the extreme. They could attack from every possible angle and position.


There were even some Wushang Cavalry who shot past the underbelly of a White Brave mount and attacked from the rear, kicking the White Braves from their horses.


To the Wushang Cavalry, who had grown up amongst lofty peaks and steep cliffs, these seemingly inconceivable movements were as easy as flipping their hand over.


……


The distant Qixi Protectorate army and Tibetan army were both stupefied by this sight.


"Heavens, where did Wang Chong find these people! Our Great Tang actually has cavalry who are even better riders than the Turks! If I hadn't seen it for myself, I would have never believed it!"


"This can't be that cavalry force that we saw before! Not even two months! Just how did he do it?"


"This is nothing more than a miracle! One of these cavalry could go against two, no! Can at least fight against three or four of our Qixi Protectorate army warriors, maybe even more!"


The officers of the Qixi Protectorate army, including Heba Ye, were flabbergasted by this battle. And though Fumeng Lingcha said nothing, his eyes were a constantly changing mixture of emotions that no one could interpret.


……


The rear of the Tibetan army was quiet.


"General!" A Tibetan officer turned to Dusong Mangpoje with deep concern in his eyes.



This sort of Great Tang army was definitely no blessing for Ü-Tsang.


"I know…"


Dusong Mangpoje narrowed his eyes. His voice was flat and indifferent, but everyone could feel the killing intent erupting from his narrowed eyes.


Regardless of how Dayan Mangban's battle turned out, this Young Marquis of the Great Tang and the five thousand cavalry he led would all have to die!


"Ready!"


Dusong Mangpoje suddenly raised an arm.


A smile appeared on the Tibetan officer next to him, and he quickly took off.


Meanwhile, the battle in front had already reached a fever pitch.


The Wushang Cavalry had performed far better than expected. White Brave after White Brave was dismounted, the cavalry howling by in clouds of dust, ignoring the fallen White Braves. Meanwhile, another wave of Wushang Cavalry was coming in a deafening clattering of metal.


Clang!


Swords rang out as the second wave of Wushang Cavalry appeared in the terrified eyes of the White Braves. Exuding chilling rays of light, the swords thundered down on the necks of dismounted White Braves. Even the thickest of Tibetan plate armor was useless in areas that it did not cover.


The toughest flesh was still incapable of blocking a sharp sword.


"Aaaaah!"


Just when these dismounted White Braves had prepared themselves for death, bang! A thin white shroud of light covered their necks, blocking the lethal blow.


The strike that contained the combined power of man and horse sent these White Braves flying, but it was not able to behead them.


"!!!"


This event left all the Wushang Cavalry dumbstruck.


"How could this be?!"


A human's flesh could block a sharp sword? This strike delivered while at full gallop was an attack that not even they could block, but these White Braves had done it, and it appeared like their injuries weren't very serious.


This was not a situation that should have appeared in an ordinary battle.


And what was that white layer of light on the necks of those White Braves?


The Wushang Cavalry had no explanation for what had occurred. At least eighty percent of those White Braves who had been able to resist their full-strength attacks had done so because of that white layer of light.


"Hahaha…"


A White Brave began to laugh as he got to his feet. His panicked face was now excited and fearless.


"It's the Great Bon Ritual!"


A white '卍' appeared on his neck, this symbol filled with a unique strength. Kaclack! The energy in the symbol spread throughout his body, causing his muscles to bulge, his bones to strengthen, and his energy to instantly receive a powerful boost.


Bang!


The White Brave punched out and struck a horse of a Wushang Cavalry that had been leaping overhead, sending both horse and rider flying ten-some zhang.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


Similar scenes were occurring elsewhere, the White Braves swelling in strength and throwing back the nearby Wushang Cavalry.


The battlefield situation was instantly reversed.
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"Om mani padme hum…"


At this moment, while the intense battle was going on, six White Brave officers stood in six positions of the Great Bon Formation, robes peeking out from beneath their thick plate armor, each of them holding a palm-sized green pot. The surface of these pots was covered in strange inscriptions and drawings of mysterious beasts.


As these officers chanted, an indescribably mysterious strength flowed out of these pots, transforming into dark green symbols that slowly revolved around them. Meanwhile, the energies of these six officers began to resonate with each other, gradually connecting to each of the '卍' symbols on the White Braves' foreheads, creating a massive formation.


These six ritual tools formed the 'Heart of the Great Bon' left over from the ancient Zhangzhung Dynasty's Great Bon religion, and were how the Ü-Tsang Empire was able to recreate the Great Bon Formation after so many years.


The Ü-Tsang Empire had been able to use only five thousand White Braves to stop the advance of the Abbasid Caliphate's Mamelukes not only because of the White Braves' formidable strength and their thick plate armor, but also because of this Heart of the Great Bon.


No one understood the principle by which the Heart of the Great Bon operated. The Tibetans only knew by gathering together these six ritual tools, they could activate the powerful strength of the Heart of the Great Bon, bestowing an inconceivable defense on the White Braves.


Before the White Braves could avail themselves of the Heart of the Great Bon to make a counterattack, Wang Chong gave an order. "Li Siye, Ten Charges Sweeping Formation. Mobilize the six assault teams and destroy the Heart of the Great Bon!"


The five thousand Wushang Cavalry altered their formation, spreading apart like a giant turbine.



This sudden transformation disrupted the formation of the White Braves. Even though the White Braves were a supreme cavalry force that had swept over the world, they found themselves momentarily unsteadied by this assault from the Wushang Cavalry.


Not only that, under the cover of this sweeping maneuver, six teams charged out. Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, Chen Bin, Xu Keyi, and two other officers each led a team toward the six White Brave officers.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


The White Braves who attempted to halt their advance were sent flying. All six of the Tang commanders led the best of the Wushang Cavalry, each of them at Profound Martial Tier 2 or 3.


While charging under the buffs from the three Halos of Dusk Stallion, each of them had the strength of someone at Profound Martial Tier 5 or 6, far above the average Wushang Cavalry or White Brave.


Although the Heart of the Great Bon granted an extremely powerful defense and could also grant a boost in strength, this boost was not so strong that these assault teams could not break past the Tibetans.


"Stop them!" an anxious voice rang out over the battlefield. When he saw the six Tang officers smashing their way through his ranks, Dayan Mangban had suddenly paled.


The Heart of the Great Bon was one of the White Braves' greatest secrets. Although the Great Bon Formation could still be used if the Heart of the Great Bon were lost, its power would suffer a large drop.


Dayan Mangban had always kept this secret under a tight lid and never used the Heart of the Great Bon unless it was an extremely critical battle. Due to this and the fact that the isolation of the plateau made it very difficult for outsiders to gather information, very few people knew of the Heart of the Great Bon.


Dayan Mangban had never imagined that an outsider like Wang Chong would know of the Heart of the Great Bon. He had even prepared six assault teams beforehand meant specifically for targeting the Heart of the Great Bon.


If the Heart of the Great Bon were broken, the White Braves would lose that boost in strength, and the Great Bon Formation itself would lose half its power. This result was not something that Dayan Mangban could accept.


"Daren, Zanbo, go!" Dayan Mangban firmly ordered. No matter what, he had to stop Wang Chong's six assault teams.


"Yes, Milord!"


Two fierce Tibetan generals with pronounced temples immediately took off with a group of cavalry. But they had barely left when the ground rumbled, and a flood of Wushang Cavalry arrived. In a single strike, the group being led by Dayan Mangban's two generals was instantly scattered.


Gallop! As the Wushang Cavalry galloped past, the two Tibetan generals were suddenly bereft of any soldiers.


As Daren and Zanbo looked around at the Wushang Cavalry surrounding them, they instantly paled.


On the other side, Dayan Mangban was boiling with rage, his teeth gnashing together.


For the first time in Dayan Mangban's military career, he had encountered a formation that could equal his Great Bon Formation. Wang Chong's Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation had an offensive power even fiercer and more frightening than the Great Bon Formation.


"Damn it! Brat, hand over your life!"


Dayan Mangban roared and urged his horse forward, his eyes scarlet, seething with killing intent.


With a spirited cry, the muscular divine steed of the Great Snow Mountain charged forward like a shooting star. Bangbangbang!Wherever it passed, Wushang Cavalry were sent flying like ragdolls.


Several of the Wushang Cavalry screamed as they were sent flying from their horses seven or eight zhang into the air by Dayan Mangban's Stellar Energy. None of the Wushang Cavalry could take even a single blow from him, much less stop him.


"Hahaha, Dayan Mangban, if you want to fight, I'll fight you! All soldiers, hear my order! Disperse!"


The sight of Dayan Mangban charging toward him like some demon god made Wang Chong's eyes brighten. Not only did he feel no fear, he relished the opportunity.


Dayan Mangban was the core of the formation and also the target of Wang Chong's operation. If he could kill him, he could complete his mission and vanquish this threat to Qixi.


Neigh!


The cry of Wang Chong's White-hoofed Shadow drowned the cries of the other warhorses. After almost a year, Wang Chong's horse had fully matured. It was tall and stalwart, bulging with muscle, and through Wang Chong's special methods, the Stellar Energy circulating within it filled Little Shadow's body with explosive strength.


Its strength and speed, the toughness of its flesh, and its defensive capabilities all surpassed those of ordinary warhorses. It was completely capable of going blow-for-blow with Dayan Mangban's divine steed bestowed by the Great Snow Mountain.


Rumble! Wave after wave of Stellar Energy flowed into the White-hoofed Shadow, and Wang Chong's halos resonated as he merged with his horse. His speed was instantly raised to the extreme, and he began to drag a white trail of energy behind like he was a comet.


"Good!"


Dayan Mangban was only too elated to see this sight.


"Since you're seeking death, you have no one else to blame!"


Boom! Dayan Mangban urged on his horse even faster. As countless people watched, Wang Chong and Dayan Mangban approached each other at terrifying speeds, and then crashed against each other.


Bang!


The moment these two comets collided, another stalwart figure immediately entered the stage, colliding only moments after.


The sky itself seemed to be tearing apart as the massive explosion suppressed all other sound. On the edge of the battlefield, the Qixi Protectorate army and the Tibetan warriors not participating in the battle could clearly see an enormous ball of light expanding in the center of the battlefield, a sun descended to the mortal realm.


Bang!


Winds raged across the battlefield, and at the edge of the explosion of light, countless Wushang Cavalry and White Braves unable to flee in time were tossed around like weeds.


"Hmph! Where did this obscure little soldier come from! Get out of here!"


Dayan Mangban harshly stared at that mountainous figure that had charged behind Wang Chong, and he turned his spear and thrust it at Li Siye.


Boom! Stellar Energy sprayed everywhere as Li Siye brought his massive Wootz Steel sword to block the spear. His Ferghana steed whinnied as it was incessantly pushed back by the enormous strength of the blow, but the blow was still successfully blocked.


"Haha, Dayan Mangban, he's not the nameless soldier you say he is! Li Siye, let's kill him together!"


Wang Chong internally gave a long sigh of relief. Dayan Mangban might have been the Asura War God of the Ü-Tsang Empire, and even a future King of Generals, but in the history books of another timeline, Li Siye had been the Invincible Great General!


Buzz!


The air began to ring out around Wang Chong and the image of the sun and moon appeared to Wang Chong's right and left. Without hesitation, Wang Chong activated the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art.


Rumble! In a radius of one hundred zhang, the air began to rapidly rotate under Wang Chong's control. The powerful attractive force began to pull on Dayan Mangban's Stellar Energy, jolting and almost ripping it out of his body.


When Dayan Mangban focused his mind and attempted to steady his Stellar Energy, Wang Chong suddenly slashed, his sword flashing.


"Hand over your life!"


Without any additional words, Li Siye leveled his sword and unleashed a storm of energy. Fierce gales immediately began to howl, shrouding the entire area in a cloud of dust and gravel.


The moment the winds began to howl, Li Siye's Wootz Steel sword cut through the air, slashing toward Dayan Mangban with the power of a storm.


Boom! An invisible wall of Stellar Energy erected itself around Dayan Mangban, repelling both Wang Chong's and Li Siye's attacks. Dayan Mangban's gaze was dark and cruel, his eyes exuding the sharpness of ten thousand swords.


"Wang Chong, even if you call over ten, one hundred, or one thousand people, it's all useless! Your life will end here today!"
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"Is that so?"


A sneer came out of the wind. Before Dayan Mangban could finish speaking, floomf! A violet flame shot of the skies and wrapped around Dayan Mangban's Stellar Energy barrier, setting it aflame.


"Ah!"


Dayan Mangban let out a low yelp. He had immediately sensed that his internal Stellar Energy was being burned away, and even though he was at the Saint Martial realm, he could do nothing against this strange violet flame.


"Bastard! Filthy brat, what martial art is this?"


Dayan Mangban growled as he struck out with a palm. Boom! To his surprise, Wang Chong had chosen to meet palm with palm.


Dayan Mangban remained in the same place, but Wang Chong and his horse needed to back up several steps before finally dispersing the power of the blow.


"Saint Martial realm! Impossible! In just a few months, how did you manage to reach the Saint Martial realm?"


Surprisingly, it was the winner of this exchange, Dayan Mangban, who seemed stunned. He was even more surprised than when Wang Chong's five thousand Wushang Cavalry had stopped the advance of his White Braves.


Dayan Mangban was a Brigadier General, a high-tier Saint Martial expert. One needed to be a Saint Martial expert themselves to block his blow.


In other words, Wang Chong was also a Saint Martial expert.


But how?!


In their last meeting, Wang Chong had only been at Tier 9 of the Imperial Martial realm! And that had been only two months ago.


Between Imperial Martial realm Tier 9 and the Saint Martial realm was a massive threshold, far larger than the gap between Imperial Martial Tier 1 and Tier 9. To cross this fissure in two months was simply impossible. Not even the most talented person would be able to accomplish this.


Even Dayan Mangban, a Brigadier General and Asura War God of Ü-Tsang, would not dare claim that he was capable of such a feat.


No! It wasn't just him! No Great General in all the Tibetan Plateau had this capability!


"Wait! What sort of armor is that?"


Dayan Mangban's pupils constricted as his eyes locked onto that black armor that had suddenly appeared on Wang Chong's body. This black armor was different from any that Dayan Mangban had ever seen.


This armor was pitch-black, but its darkness exuded an indescribable majesty and grandeur, as if this was a king among armors.


Any armor, even this special suit of plate armor granted to him by the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple, would lose out to Wang Chong's pitch-black armor, like a foot soldier standing before a sovereign.


Even more unbelievable was that all armor in the world should have been heavy, as they were all forged from metal, but Wang Chong's armor appeared to be as light as a feather.


And though the exterior seemed very normal, Dayan Mangban could sense that this armor appeared to bizarrely have a life of its own, matching Wang Chong's every breath.


This mysterious energy seemed to be twisting the light in a radius of three zhang around Wang Chong, making the area seem dark and gloomy.


This was no normal armor, and moreover, Dayan Mangban clearly remembered that Wang Chong had not been wearing this armor in their exchange just moments ago.


In the space of a single thought, he had equipped this armor, and Dayan Mangban had no idea how he had done it.


"Hahaha, Dayan Mangban, after a separation of three days, you need to look at someone in a new light. You think that I'm some ignorant person unwilling to learn? In this battle, I don't only want to utterly vanquish your White Braves, but also behead you and let all the Tibetans know what happens to those who oppose the Great Tang."


Wang Chong gripped his sword, his eyes shining with a sharp light, his entire body exploding with a powerful will to battle. Wang Chong had already activated both of the items he had bought from the Stone of Destiny, the Stellar Energy Igniter and the Karmic Battle Armor.


When Wang Chong had poured his Stellar Energy into the Karmic Battle Armor, he had instantly felt himself fusing with it. The Karmic Battle Armor had become one with his skin, hair, bones, and limbs, breathing in and out with him.


Most importantly, upon wearing this armor, Wang Chong instantly felt his strength leap past that massive barrier and reach that lofty realm of power.


The Saint Martial realm!


In this new life, Wang Chong had once again reached that realm of supreme power, and the pleasure he felt was simply indescribable.


Come! Dayan Mangban! War Saint versus War God! Let's see who the strongest truly is.


With this thought, Wang Chong galloped forward.


Bang!


There was a flash of light, and Wang Chong was suddenly three, each of them riding a horse, glowing with a purple energy as they charged toward Dayan Mangban.


'Three Horse Division' was an extremely powerful Saint Martial realm horse technique. It not only produced illusions of oneself as well as one's horse, but the illusions were very difficult to distinguish from the real one.


Wang Chong originally did not have the ability to use this powerful charging technique, but now that he was at the Saint Martial realm, many techniques had become available to him.


"What?"


Dayan Mangban raised his head in shock at this sight. Wang Chong gave off a completely different feeling. He was now the gleaming edge of a sword, fierce and dreadful.


"Blood Sea Whirlpool!"


Although he was shocked, Dayan Mangban's reaction was not the slightest bit slow. With a shake of his spear, a bloody stream of light shot forward as he executed a secret technique of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple.


Boom! Space seemed to cave in around the area struck by his spear, and a massive vortex appeared, exuding a crimson light.


Wang Chong's three illusions were instantly shrouded within this vortex.


Bang!


As the illusions were dispelled, Wang Chong's sword blazing with violet flame clashed against Dayan Mangban's spear.


But before Dayan Mangban could counterattack, two slender fingers fired a fierce stream of Sword Qi. As it flew through the air, space itself seemed to be cleaved in two, and it left a vacuum in its wake.


"Not good!"


Dayan Mangban's expression chilled, and he immediately shifted his head to the side. That milky-white Sword Qi only two fingers thick swept past, traveling ten-some zhang and striking a White Brave who had been doing battle in the background.


The 'Great Bon Defense' shrouding the White Brave that had allowed him to block a full-force blow from the Wushang Cavalry was instantly destroyed, that white shroud of light lasting only for a second before being pierced through, the Sword Qi boring past both it and the plate armor beneath.


The Sword Qi continued unabated, piercing through a second, third… In the end, it punched through five White Braves before finally dispersing.


Without even a sound, the White Braves dropped to the ground, their bodies rigid.


"Great Snow Mountain Devil Dragon Art!"


A furious light raged in Dayan Mangban's eyes as he snatched out with his right hand. The earth cracked and black smoke began to surge. A massive black dragon, its eyes like lakes and its body like a mountain range, suddenly appeared behind Dayan Mangban, making him seem like an apocalyptic god descended from the high heavens.


Rumble!


Dayan Mangban immediately lunged forward with his spear. The earth groaned and cracked as a destructive and chilling Stellar Energy raged, sweeping over the world to meet the attacks of Wang Chong and Li Siye.


"Up!"


At almost the same time, Wang Chong and Li Siye leapt forward together. Wang Chong activated the Stellar Energy Igniter, the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, and the Art of God and Demon Obliteration one after the other, and after them came the other techniques and skills that had become available to him upon reaching the Saint Martial realm.


As the Grand Marshal from his last life, the supreme War Saint, Wang Chong now had many supreme techniques available, even though many of the most powerful were still locked away because he had not yet returned to his peak.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


Wang Chong moved like lightning, his sword weaving in and out as he fired off stream after stream of Sword Qi from the Art of God and Demon Obliteration, making the area in a radius of several dozen zhang a most dangerous hell. Meanwhile, in each exchange, Dayan Mangban would have a portion of his Stellar Energy burned away. The Stellar Energy Igniter was proving extremely effective in this battle against Dayan Mangban.


In contrast, the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art was not as effective against a Tibetan Brigadier General, a high-tier Saint Martial expert, as it would be on other warriors. Moreover, it was clear that Dayan Mangban had further honed his internal energy after the battle at the City of Steel, making it even more difficult for the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art to absorb his energy.


Even so, a continuous stream of energy was still flowing into Wang Chong's body. Not even the Asura War God could change this fact.


And this was only with the relatively immature form of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, as Wang Chong had not been cultivating it for very long.


Boomboomboom! Gusting wind scattered dust and gravel everywhere as both Wang Chong and Dayan Mangban moved at incredible speeds. Even though they were mounted, they moved with just as much speed and flexibility as if they were dismounted. Even the Wushang Cavalry were lacking in comparison.


"Barbarian of the plateau, hand over your life!"


Fierce gales wreaked havoc around the site of Dayan Mangban and Wang Chong's battle as Li Siye incessantly swung down his massive Wootz Steel sword, his furious roars ringing through the skies. Each strike had enough power to shatter mountains, and each blow rang out with a peal of thunder. Within a radius of one hundred zhang, the earth swayed and the air buzzed, and it seemed like a tsunami was imminent.
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The only person who was still able to interfere in this battle between Wang Chong and Dayan Mangban, two Saint Martial experts, was Li Siye, the future Invincible Great General.


During the battle of the City of Steel, Wang Chong had had to rely on Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, Xu Keyi, and his other officers, more than two hundred people organized into teams and using formations to surround and attack Dayan Mangban, to eventually force him back. But Li Siye was different.


He was currently the strongest subordinate under Wang Chong, and no one could replace him.


Li Siye was so strong that not even a Brigadier General like Dayan Mangban could ignore him. His techniques were vigorous and bursting with destructive Stellar Energy. Although Dayan Mangban managed to block each one, he had to consume a significant amount of Stellar Energy to do so. The Asura God of the plateau was left feeling vexed and apprehensive, yet there was nothing he could do about it.


"This damned thing! I'll kill you first!"


Dayan Mangban's killing intent exploded and with a boom, he pushed away Wang Chong. Then he turned his spear around and thrust it at Li Siye. This attack was both extremely sudden and extremely fast, the spear creating vortices in the air and even twisting light.


The destructive energy on the tip of the sear was enough to pulverize metal!


Li Siye had not yet reached the Saint Martial realm, so if he were struck by this attack, he would end up heavily injured or dead.


Buzz!


To Dayan Mangban's surprise, the ever-vigorous and aggressive Li Siye seemed to predict this attack. His Ferghana steed suddenly backed up, dodging Dayan Mangban's murderous blow ahead of time.


Boom! The energy shooting out of the spear transformed into a black dragon that continued on like a fierce river for several dozen zhang. As it thundered across the battlefield, horses reared up and whinnied while both White Braves and Wushang Cavalry were thrown into the air like weeds.


The pitch-black spear energy immediately threw part of the battlefield into chaos.


"Bastard!" Dayan Mangban cursed, but he knew that he had missed his chance. On the other side, Wang Chong was already back on the attack, those violet flames instantly attaching to Dayan Mangban's Stellar Energy like oil and setting it ablaze.


With the Stellar Energy Igniter, the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, and the Stellar Energy Piercer, although Dayan Mangban was clearly head and shoulders above Wang Chong, Wang Chong was still able to slowly whittle away at his strength and prevent him from displaying his full power.


Boomboomboom!


While Wang Chong, Dayan Mangban, and Li Siye were embroiled in their battle, elsewhere on the battlefield, five massive explosions could be heard, sending vast waves of energy spreading in every direction. The explosions shrouded the entire area in gravel and dust, and five fierce gales began to howl.


And with these five explosions, something seemed to break. That thin shroud that had covered the White Braves immediately dispersed, and they felt their divine strength leaving them like they were punctured balloons. In a few seconds, they had dropped back down to their original level of strength, maybe even weaker.


Caught off-guard, all the White Braves were momentarily dazed, confused as to what to do.


"Not good!"


Dayan Mangban had been fully invested in his battle with Wang Chong and Li Siye, but when he heard those five explosions and sensed the change in the White Braves, his composed face immediately paled.


Dayan Mangban clearly understood that those five explosions meant that the Heart of the Great Bon had been broken, the formation shattered. Although there were six ritual tools to the Heart of the Great Bon and one of them still remained, in truth, the single remaining one was meaningless now that five had been lost.


One ritual tool was not enough to assume the formation and buff the entire army.


And even more disastrous was that in past battles, the enemy had either never known about the Heart of the Great Bon or were unable to break the Great Bon Formation, so the Heart of the Great Bon had never been in danger. But now that it had been broken, it was no longer a simple problem of lower defense. The forced interruption had caused the strength of the entire army to fall.


This situation was extremely lethal.


"Hahaha! All soldiers, hear my order! Ten Charges Ten Victories, scatter the Tibetan formation!" Wang Chong roared.


In all things, preparation led to success and lack of preparation led to failure. Dayan Mangban might have tried his utmost to hide the Heart of the Great Bon, but such a thing was impossible to hide from Wang Chong. His six assault teams had finally succeeded, and with the Heart of the Great Bon broken, he had complete control over this battle.


It was finally his turn to strike.


Rumble! The Wushang Cavalry once more altered their formation, transforming from that spinning vortex into a callous and fierce wheel of swords. With a killing intent that surged like the waves of the sea, it thrust into the White Braves.


Neigh!


Highland steeds whinnied as they were felled, and the White Braves that had been so unstoppable just moments ago were instantly suppressed, their offense and defense both crumbling. Boom! Boom! Boom! Warhorse crashed against warhorse, metal clashed against metal, and more and more White Braves fell to the ground.


While these White Braves had just moments ago been impervious gods who could send Wushang Cavalry flying with a single punch, they were not even able to take a single blow now.


Wherever the five thousand Wushang Cavalry went, the White Braves were trampled under the hooves of their mounts. Clang!The first wave of Wushang Cavalry charged past, and the second wave was already coming, their swords whirling through the air. The heads of the White Braves flew into the air, their eyes wide open. Even in death, they dared not believe that they had been defeated on the plateau.


And their foes had been the Tang that they had always viewed with disdain.


"Li Siye, go!" Wang Chong bellowed as he once more charged forward.


Wang Chong could see that Dayan Mangban's mind was unsettled, his plans completely overturned. This was the best chance to kill him, the ideal moment to complete the 'Threat to Qixi' mission.


"Stellar Energy Igniter!


"Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art!


"Art of God and Demon Obliteration!"


The surface of Wang Chong's body burned with violet flame as he pushed his strongest techniques to the limit. Meanwhile, the sword in his hand was as nimble as a snake, raining down various Saint Martial realm techniques on Dayan Mangban.


Moreover, Wang Chong's position was constantly shifting, east to west, back to front. The existence of the warhorse did not restrict his movements, only made them even more impossible to predict.


On the other end, Li Siye let out a furious bellow. He had clearly sensed as well that this was the opportune moment to strike, and his dantian howled as it unleashed Stellar Energy.


His massive Wootz Steel sword struck like the ceaseless floodwaters of a river, slashing and hacking at Dayan Mangban from every direction.


Li Siye's Stellar Energy was fierce and tyrannical, so each strike cleaved away at Dayan Mangban's Stellar Energy.


Although Dayan Mangban still held the advantage, his Stellar Energy continued to be consumed and his reserves were no longer as deep.


"Damn it! You two bastards! It'll all turn out the same if I kill you first!"


Dayan Mangban's eyes were scarlet, and he was no longer able to suppress his rage.


Before today, he had believed that his White Braves were the best-trained soldiers, their ability to tacitly cooperate far above any other force. Only when he saw the Wushang Cavalry did he understand what it meant to truly have these qualities.


The inferiority of the White Braves was obvious. When the Heart of the Great Bon began to display its power, the Wushang Cavalry had received a great shock, but they had still maintained their formation and used their collective strength to fend off the White Braves.


When the Heart of the Great Bon was broken, the Wushang Cavalry quickly returned to their original level of strength, apparently unaffected by the experience.


In contrast, the White Braves had apparently grown too used to always crushing their opponents and had no idea how to handle being the weaker side.


In this battle against a stronger foe, the White Braves' flaws and weaknesses were fully exposed.


"Aaaaah!"


Screams filled the air as the thousands of White Braves found themselves powerless to respond to the waves of Wushang Cavalry. All the Wushang Cavalry worked together and left no gap, each group with its own task.


As swords swept through the air, countless White Braves were felled, their blood pooling and seeping into the earth, their shattered weapons falling alongside them.


Dayan Mangban's heart was dripping blood. Never in the history of the White Braves had they suffered such a massive wound. This was not a matter of ten to twenty losses, not even one hundred or two hundred.


In these few short moments, the White Braves had lost more than one thousand soldiers, and the White Braves only had five thousand in the first place!
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"The Great Snow Seals, the Devil Dragon Destroys All!"


Dayan Mangban's expression turned savage, his eyes bright red as Stellar Energy exploded out of his dantian. In a flash, the temperature in a radius of several dozen zhang dropped as if this area of the plateau had been transported into a world of ice and snow. Frigid winds howled, and the sky was suddenly inundated in a flurry of snow.


Roooar!


Thousands of dragons began to bellow in the skies and the entire world dimmed. Dayan Mangban vanished, and above his former position, a dragon as large as a mountain with blazing eyes slashed with a claw at Wang Chong and Li Siye.


"Careful!"


Wang Chong's heart turned cold as he felt a terrible danger. He was extremely familiar with Dayan Mangban's Devil Dragon Art by now, but the technique Dayan Mangban was using now was different from the one he had used before. While the name was the same, it had a completely different manifestation and was on a whole new plane of power.


"The heavens spin and the earth turns; the sun and moon rise and fall! Vast Heaven Earth Art!"


At this crucial moment, Wang Chong chose to charge forward without the slightest hesitation. There was a thunderous explosion and in mere moments, the air was filled with countless images of suns and moons.


As countless people watched on, the White-hoofed Shadow cried out. At that moment, all soldiers in a radius of several hundred zhang, both White Brave and Wushang Cavalry, felt a strange sensation. They felt like the heavens and earth had reversed, putting the ground above and the sky below, a misperception that made them feel dizzy and uncomfortable.


The Vast Heaven Earth Art!


This was a supreme technique of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art even more powerful than the Great Yinyang Art. At the Imperial Martial realm, Wang Chong did not have the ability to use this technique, but with the Karmic Battle Armor, he did.


"Mountain River Cyclic Slash!"


Another roar ripped through the sky. The moment Wang Chong used the Vast Heaven Earth Art, Li Siye also moved, both hands gripping his sword as he spun in the air and unleashed the most powerful blow of his life. Boom! A black storm surged into the sky, and in the midst of this storm was a stream of saber energy that extended into the heavens, twenty-some zhang tall.


Buzz! The massive stream of saber energy paused in the air for a moment, and then it slashed down at Dayan Mangban with the weight of ten thousand jun.


Rumble!


Three supreme experts and three peerless techniques clashed at the triangular gap. Stellar Energy mixed and collided in a deafening explosion, transforming into a blazing 'sun' with a diameter of twenty-some zhang.


The moment this 'sun' appeared, it began to rapidly expand, swelling to a height of fifty to sixty zhang before finally exploding. Time seemed to freeze for a moment, and then endless winds infused with destructive energy began to ravage the battlefield.


The thunderous rumbling drowned out all sounds of fighting, and even the Qixi Protectorate army and Dusong Mangpoje's army had to close their eyes in fear.


The levels of power that Dayan Mangban, Wang Chong, and Li Siye had achieved were far beyond the imagination of ordinary soldiers, and even a White Brave or Wushang Cavalry was insignificant in a clash of experts like this.


Rumble!


When the white light dispersed, a stalwart figure and his horse flew out from the center of the clash.


It was Dayan Mangban!


The combined might of Wang Chong and Li Siye had managed to utterly vanquish the stronger Dayan Mangban. At this sight, let alone the Wushang Cavalry, even the White Braves were stunned!


It was true that Dayan Mangban had been defeated at the City of Steel, but that had been an assault on the city, not the flat terrain of the plateau the Tibetans were masters of, and Wang Chong had had more than two hundred experts assisting him.


Moreover, Dayan Mangban had left mostly unscathed, with few real injuries. In the hearts of the White Braves, that battle had not counted as a loss.


But in this battle, Dayan Mangban had truly lost, and Wang Chong had defeated him without two hundred experts.


"Milord!"


After rousing from their initial shock, all the White Braves fell into panic, beginning to ride toward the place Dayan Mangban had fallen in hopes of saving their commander.


But before they could do anything, the thunderous rumbling of hooves heralded the arrival of the Wushang Cavalry, wave after wave scattering the White Braves.


"Kill him!"


A vicious light flashed in Wang Chong's eyes as he gazed at the area where Dayan Mangban had fallen. Without a second thought, he immediately urged his horse to gallop forward.


Today was the day to kill off Dayan Mangban and resolve this threat to Qixi.


The Vast Heaven Earth Art truly is formidable. It's like night and day compared to the Great Yinyang Art! Wang Chong thought as he charged forward. Wang Chong was sure that Dayan Mangban had been wounded by the impact, and these were serious wounds to his internal organs.


As an even higher technique of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, the Vast Heaven Earth Art possessed an inconceivable power. Not only could it absorb and control an opponent's Stellar Energy, it could shift around their internal organs, directly dealing them serious injuries.


No matter how much Stellar Energy an opponent had, they would find it very difficult to deal with this move.


The Demonic Emperor Old Man was a person who would make every member of the evil path tremble in fear at the mere mention of his name, so his techniques were all meant for dealing with the strongest experts, all of whom had extremely firm energies, with some of them even cultivating techniques specifically meant to harden their energies against the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art.


Unfortunately, these techniques were useless against the Demonic Emperor Old Man's Vast Heaven Earth Art. This move jolted and shifted their organs, slowing the flow of their energy, and then the following Great Yinyang Art would suck these mighty figures of the martial arts world dry.


The Demonic Emperor Old Man had been very open about this point.


Dayan Mangban was a Saint Martial expert with a much higher quality of energy, so absorbing it would be a great boon to Wang Chong.


Rumble!


Wang Chong, and Li Siye trailing him, left a wake of energy behind them as they charged toward Dayan Mangban. This was an incredibly rare chance, and they had to seize it.


But at this very moment, the situation changed…


"Kiiill!"


Thousands of shouts combined into a massive wave of noise. Five thousand Tibetan cavalry surged out from the flanks of the White Braves and attacked the Tang.


Although they had come late, one could say that these five thousand Tibetan cavalry had come at the perfect moment. Although they were far weaker than both the Wushang Cavalry and the White Braves, their sudden assault immediately threw the battlefield into chaos.


"Withdraw!"


The moment Wang Chong's and Li Siye's attentions were diverted, a figure galloped out of the dust, shouting out an order.


When they saw that snow-white steed of the Great Snow Mountain, Wang Chong and Li Siye both felt their hearts leap. It was Dayan Mangban! Even after taking their combined attacks, Dayan Mangban did not seem to have suffered wounds as serious as they had imagined.


"Hyah!"


Dayan Mangban's order immediately triggered a response from the White Braves. Without the Heart of the Great Bon, the White Braves were no match for the Wushang Cavalry, and with Dayan Mangban's order, their lines utterly collapsed.


"Pass on my order! All soldiers, chase them down! In addition… kill off this second group of Tibetan cavalry!"


Wang Chong's cold voice rang over the battlefield. The Great Bon Formation was truly too formidable. Not even Wang Chong could see through the mysterious energy of the ancient Zhangzhung Dynasty. Although the Bane of the Battlefield and Bane of Generals were still effective against the White Braves, their effects were greatly reduced.


This was the first time Wang Chong had encountered such a situation.


But even though his two powerful halos were affected by the mysterious power of the Great Bon Formation, they were still operating at full power on the ordinary Tibetan cavalry. Dayan Mangban's Great Bon Formation was not capable of shielding them.


"Kill!"


Their swords ringing, the Wushang Cavalry immediately turned and began to pursue. Boom! The group of five thousand cavalry were routed and cut apart in a single clash.


Neigh! All was in chaos as the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation crashed unstoppably through the Tibetan cavalry. The fall of each horse sent up a cloud of dust, and the plateau was quickly shrouded over.


"Shit, run!"


They hadn't noticed at a distance, but when they finally clashed with the Wushang Cavalry, the Tibetan cavalry realized that they had been newborn calves that didn't know the terror of tigers, and finally understood just how powerful this Tang army that had dared to invade the plateau was.


The ones who had been the first to charge into the fray were the fastest to flee.


Rumble!


Dust continued to churn as the army was cut down. When the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation was at its peak, these Tibetans were incapable of stopping the Wushang Cavalry.


Rivers of blood flowed across the plateau, and events moved too quickly for anyone to react. Five hundred, six hundred, seven hundred… One thousand Tibetan corpses were added to the plateau. Although they had come to offer their aid, they had almost instantly been routed.


As the Wushang Cavalry pursued, screams resounded over the chaotic battlefield. Not even Dayan Mangban would be capable of salvaging this situation. He could only fully exert the power of his halo to cover as much of the army as possible and reduce the losses.


As for covering the retreat, Dayan Mangban didn't even dare to think about it!


Wang Chong's Vast Heaven Earth Art had truly surprised him. Dayan Mangban had never believed it possible that such a powerful technique could exist, and even someone of his prodigious might had not been capable of blocking it.
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"Kill!"


Roars and shouts of fighting resounded over the plateau. This clash of supreme cavalry, White Braves versus Wushang Cavalry, had in the end transformed into a one-sided pursuit.


"All soldiers, withdraw!"


As Wang Chong watched the Wushang Cavalry chase down the Tibetans, his eyes flashed and he suddenly raised a hand and ordered the retreat.


This order was so sudden that the Wushang Cavalry, who had been immersed in the chase, were momentarily dazed. Their lightning speed rapidly dropped, and the dust began to settle.


"All soldiers, hear this order! Withdraw!"


Li Siye's order rang out over the plateau, and with both commanders sounding the retreat, all hesitation vanished. All the cavalry drew an arc on the plateau as they gave up on the pursuit and returned to base.


The agility of the Wushang Cavalry was on full display here. It took only a few seconds after the order for the several thousand cavalry to completely turn around, immediately widening the gap between them and the Tibetans.


Neigh!


Not long after Wang Chong's forces had begun to withdraw, fierce neighs could be heard from in front of the fleeing White Braves. A massive black banner was slowly raised into the air, a massive white eagle emblazoned upon it.


Dusong Mangpoje!


This Ü-Tsang Imperial Great General had been holding the rear this entire time, appearing unworried, but when Dayan Mangban was defeated by Wang Chong and Li Siye, he could no longer sit still.


"He ran rather fast! If he had remained just a little longer, I would have been able to catch him!"


The army parted and Dusong Mangpoje rode out on his divine steed. His eyes were as sharp as a hawk's, and the energy rising from his body was as heavy as a mountain range. Although Dayan Mangban was praised as the Asura War God of the plateau and was a Brigadier General, only a step away from a Great General, it was clear that he was still quite lackluster in comparison to Dusong Mangpoje.


This was what it meant to be so close, yet worlds apart. Although it seemed to be only a step away, this step was a vast chasm.


"Milord, should we pursue? Perhaps we could catch up to them before they reach their camp?" a deputy officer probed as he reluctantly stared at the retreating Tang forces. During a battle, it was difficult to pay attention to what was happening in the rear, and they had taken great pains to remain out of sight.


If Wang Chong's reaction had been just a little slower, the Great General's destructive strike would have been waiting for him, and the course of the battle would have been completely reversed.


"There's no need."


Dusong Mangpoje shook his head. Wang Chong's reaction had been swift and decisive. For his army in the middle of a pursuit, fresh from victory, to quickly come to a stop and turn around was extremely difficult. He could tell that Wang Chong had remained cool and rational throughout the battle. They would gain nothing from chasing down the Tang. Moreover…


Dusong Mangpoje gave a profound glance in Fumeng Lingcha's direction, a hint of caution in his eyes.


"Retreat!"


Dusong Mangpoje raised a hand into the air.


It was enough that he had stopped the Wushang Cavalry from doing even more damage and lessened the casualties of the Tibetan army. The horns blew the retreat signal, and the Tibetan army drew back to their camp two-thousand-some zhang away. At almost the same time, Wang Chong's forces returned to the shelter of the steel walls.


The intimidating presence of Dusong Mangpoje had finally brought this fierce battle to an end.


……


"These Wushang Cavalry are truly too powerful!"


"They actually managed to deal such a large defeat to the White Braves, and even Dayan Mangban lost! If I hadn't seen it for myself, I would have never believed it!"


"The Young Marquis truly isn't ordinary! No wonder he managed to so thoroughly defeat the cavalry of the Ngari Royal Lineage in the southwest. We've all underestimated him."


"I can't believe it! How could our Great Tang have such a formidable individual! The soldiers he's trained can utterly crush the Tibetans!"


As they watched the two sides return to their bases, all the soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army were stunned. This was five thousand against ten thousand, half of those being the formidable White Braves! The results of this battle felt like a massive wave crashing down in their minds.


Although the presence of their Protector-General prevented many people from voicing their true opinions, deep down, they had been elated to see Wang Chong crush those vicious Tibetans, felt honored to witness such a sight. After all, at this moment, they were all people of the Great Tang!


"General!"


Expectant eyes began to turn toward their commander, Heba Ye. All these soldiers had the impulse to charge down and stand alongside Wang Chong's forces to vanquish the Tibetans on the plateau.


The Qixi Protectorate army was the true guardian of the plateau's borders, the true opponent of the Tibetans. If a person who did not even have this duty could put everything on the line, what reason did the Qixi Protectorate army have to back away?


Heba Ye said nothing, only looked to Protector-General Fumeng Lingcha. Unlike his subordinates, Fumeng Lingcha had an extremely gloomy expression. Heba Ye apprehensively glanced down and saw that Fumeng Lingcha's hands had clenched into fists, his palms brimming with destructive energy shimmering with a cold, metallic luster.


Shivering, Heba Ye immediately put aside any thoughts of speaking up.


……


"Li Siye, how are you doing? Pass on my order to get a head count and determine what our losses were."


Behind the silvery-white steel walls, Wang Chong gripped the reins of his horse and turned behind him to look at Li Siye. Dayan Mangban's Stellar Energy was tyrannical and vigorous, and he was a veteran of many battles. In addition, it was clear that the battle at the City of Steel had riled him up, causing him to bitterly train and grow even stronger.


Wang Chong could rely on the Karmic Battle Armor to defend himself, but Li Siye could not.


In the end, it was still too early. Li Siye had still not matured into that almost peerless and despotic Invincible Great General who could singlehandedly change the course of a battle. With only his Imperial Martial realm cultivation, he had definitely suffered in the battle against Dayan Mangban.


"It's nothing, only a few small injuries."


Li Siye was calm, with no sign of emotion on his determined face, but Wang Chong could see that the armor on his right shoulder had been shattered, and scarlet blood was seeping out.


But Li Siye apparently didn't notice, as if this injury belonged to someone else. His posture also remained as straight as it usually was.


After examining him for a few moments, Wang Chong finally nodded.


Although he was weaker than Dayan Mangban, Li Siye's vitality was clearly far above his cultivation. The jolts of Stellar Energy might have heavily injured others, but they were clearly still bearable for Li Siye.


"Mm, there will be another battle coming up. Take this pill. It will be good for your wounds. In addition… find out our losses."


Wang Chong's expression turned grim.


Wushang Village provided the Great Tang's best soldiers, with the poorest recruits being slightly below the Profound Martial realm, and the vast majority of them at the Profound Martial realm. This and the harsh environment they had adapted to made the Wushang Cavalry innately one of the world's strongest cavalry forces.


But their opponent had been the similarly formidable Tibetan White Braves. Even though Wang Chong had planned out all the countermeasures, losses were unavoidable.


The casualty report quickly arrived. Of the 5000 Wushang Cavalry, 4678 remained. 322 of them had died in the battle just now.


In addition, around seven hundred had suffered from light injuries and three hundred had suffered heavy injuries, making for around thirteen hundred casualties in total!


This had been the greatest wound to the Wushang Cavalry since its establishment, and it was a massive number to the Wushang Cavalry that only numbered five thousand.


The White Braves had won every battle they had ever fought, so they were definitely not some opponent that could be easily dealt with.


"What of the Tibetans?" Wang Chong asked after a few moments of silence.


"They should have suffered even greater losses!" Li Siye loudly proclaimed. "Although we can't get an exact count, the Tibetans should have lost around eighteen hundred people, with two thousand being injured. If Dayan Mangban hadn't been so quick to give the retreat order, they would have suffered even more losses. In addition, they also lost more than two thousand cavalry from that group that came to reinforce them."


To the five thousand White Braves, eighteen hundred deaths was an enormous figure. In comparison, the 322 losses to the Wushang Cavalry were barely worth mentioning.


This was proof that the Wushang Cavalry's strength was greater than the White Braves', and it was quite the significant gap.


Wang Chong sighed and finally gave a nod. Although he had wanted nothing more than to finish off all the White Braves in one go, if not even ten thousand Mamelukes at full power could do it, it would be very difficult for him to do so.


I can only wait for the Wootz Steel and Meteoric Metal to arrive so that they can be forged into weapons and armor. Only after the Wushang Cavalry is fully equipped can I set about exterminating the elite cavalries of the Turks, the Arabs, and the Tibetans, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.
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The Wushang Cavalry had only been established around two months ago and were still far from reaching that level of power from the last life. In other words, they still had a lot of room to grow.


"Li Siye, order the army to rest. In addition, we can begin the plan that we talked about. Dusong Mangpoje is probably going to move out very soon, much faster than we expected."


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Once this order was given, the army behind the steel walls quickly calmed down.


……


"How is it? Can you still go on?"


Two-thousand-some zhang away in the Tibetan camp, Dusong Mangpoje stopped his horse to the right of Dayan Mangban.


"Are you looking down on me? Do you think that I can't defeat two Tang?!"


Dayan Mangban's face was gloomy and suffused with loathing, and it was possible to hear the grinding of his teeth.


Dusong Mangpoje could sense the dissatisfaction in Dayan Mangban and smiled.


"Rest for a while. Let me handle this child called Wang Chong," Dusong Mangpoje lightly said.


"Impossible!"


Dayan Mangban immediately rejected the offer.


"I admit that I was careless. Once I've adjusted my condition, I will definitely go and personally behead him!"


"Let me do it."


A smile crept onto Dusong Mangpoje's lips.


"I can do it…" Dayan Mangban fiercely pressed.


"Let me do it."


Dusong Mangpoje repeated himself, his voice neither too loud nor too soft, but the tone had changed. These words brooked no objection.


Dayan Mangban froze, and then he finally raised his head to look at Dusong Mangpoje.


Dusong Mangpoje had always had a gentle expression, and he would always accept Dayan Mangban's requests, but now, as their eyes met, Dayan Mangban realized that these eyes were much more determined, suffused with a toughness he had never seen before.


The Dayan and Dusong Clans were two of the Ü-Tsang Empire's great clans, with long histories and enormous power. The two clans had many experts and brilliant individuals, and many of them were friends with each other.


The relationship between Dayan Mangban and Dusong Mangpoje was also this way.


Since Dayan Mangban had decided on this operation, Dusong Mangpoje would not involve himself in it, much less refuse him. But this did not mean that Dusong Mangpoje would let Dayan Mangban do whatever he pleased.


In the northern region of the Tibetan Plateau, Dusong Mangpoje was the true commander-in-chief, with the highest military authority. If Dayan Mangban had used all his strength and still could not finish off his foe, then it was Dusong Mangpoje's turn to strike.


"Dayan, war is not a game. I've already given you a chance, and the Tsenpo will not tolerate even more defeats from us. In addition, this is not a negotiation."


Dusong Mangpoje finally showed the face of an Imperial Great General.


Perhaps Dayan Mangban was the Asura War God of the plateau, and perhaps his White Braves were a mighty force, but right now, Dusong Mangpoje's status was firmly above his.


Dayan Mangban looked confusedly at Dusong Mangpoje and then seemed to understand something, finally lowering his head. Although he was reluctant, he currently did not have the strength to challenge Dusong Mangpoje.


"Hmph, that brat! No matter what, I'll kill him with my own hands."


Dayan Mangban argued no more. With these final words, he galloped off. This defeat had been an enormous humiliation to him, and someone of his personality would never so easily give up.


But this time, Dusong Mangpoje said nothing.


……


"Heba Ye, pass on my order! All soldiers should rapidly retreat ten li. In addition, all of you will come with me and leave this place!"


At this moment, on the northwest region of the Tibetan Plateau, Fumeng Lingcha was leaning forward on his horse, a vicious light glimmering in his deep eyes.


"A pile of useless trash! It appears that I've waited here for so long for nothing! In the end, I'm still the one who has to do it."


Fumeng Lingcha savagely glared in the direction of the Tibetan army, his mind full of deep dissatisfaction.


This battle had developed in a way he had never imagined. There had been so many Tibetans, and Dayan Mangban and Dusong Mangpoje had been backing them up, and they had still failed to kill an immature teenager. This left Fumeng Lingcha deeply disappointed.


This result meant that he could not proceed with any of the plans he had made for the aftermath.


Fumeng Lingcha truly did not want to make his actions so blatant, but this was all he could do to obtain the effect he desired.


Gallop!


Before anyone else could react, Fumeng Lingcha had already turned his horse around and galloped off into the distance. Behind him, the generals of the Qixi Protectorate army were dumbfounded.


None of them had expected this from Fumeng Lingcha.


"Didn't you hear? Hurry and go!"


Heba Ye gave one last complicated glance in Wang Chong's direction, a mixture of sympathy and shame, but he still waved his arm and led the other generals away.


During this battle, the Qixi Protectorate army had remained watching from the sidelines, and even Fumeng Lingcha had made an appearance on the front lines.


But this time, all the members of the Qixi Protectorate army, even its scouts, retreated from the battlefield, leaving not a single person behind.


Buzz!


An unmoving Qixi Protectorate army attracted little attention, but this wholesale retreat immediately garnered the focus of both sides.


"Lord Marquis, it's Fumeng Lingcha and the Qixi Protectorate army!"


Upon hearing the turmoil as the Qixi Protectorate army withdrew, many gazes behind the distant steel walls began to look in that direction.


The mounted Xu Keyi was near Wang Chong, and as he looked at the cloud of dust, a hint of anxiety appeared in his eyes.


The surrounding atmosphere also began to tighten up.


"Fumeng Lingcha intends to have Dusong Mangpoje finally move." Li Siye trotted his horse forward, a grave expression on his face.




"Mm." Wang Chong gave a stern nod, his expression extremely solemn. "He has no more patience. Even if the Imperial Court censures him afterward, he still wants to borrow the Tibetans to finish us off."


Fumeng Lingcha had always been a lurking danger, and he had been willing to go to any lengths to remove Wang Chong. As an Imperial Great General, not only had he not led the Qixi Protectorate army to reinforce Wang Chong, he had turned his back and left so that the enemy's hand would be freed. Such conduct was truly contemptible.


It seems like whether or not I can deal with the Tibetans, I have to think of a way to remove him from his Protector-General position and transfer him away from here, Wang Chong mused, his mind even more set against Fumeng Lingcha.


……


"As expected, he left!"


As he saw a muscular eagle unfurl its wings and take off from the rear of Fumeng Lingcha's army, a smile appeared on Dusong Mangpoje's lips.


Fumeng Lingcha's actions seemed very sudden and surprising to others, but Dusong Mangpoje had predicted all of it.


In both his aloofness that was out of sorts with his identity as Qixi Protector-General and the deliberate gap in his defenses that had allowed Dayan Mangban in, Fumeng Lingcha had bared open his intentions.


But Fumeng Lingcha was still a veteran Great General. He wanted to use the Tibetans to deal with Wang Chong, but that did not mean that he would not also take the chance to deal with Dusong Mangpoje as well.


Dusong Mangpoje was sure that if the moment was right, Fumeng Lingcha would definitely lead out his soldiers to attack him so as to gain merit on the battlefield that he could use to request a reward from the Imperial Court.


In this battle, Dusong Mangpoje had dedicated more than half of his mental strength to watching this Qixi Protector-General. But now, Fumeng Lingcha had left of his own volition, withdrawing all his soldiers, and Dusong Mangpoje could finally relax.


"Haha, Fumeng Lingcha, my thanks! Since you're so intent on this, I'll grant your wish. I'll eliminate this youngest son of the Wang Clan for you!"


Dusong Mangpoje heartily laughed as he looked into the distance, and then he turned his eyes toward Wang Chong and the several thousand Wushang Cavalry.


The time was ripe to bring this battle to an end.


"Rengong, pass on my order. Have the entire army get ready to attack… I will be personally commanding this time!" Dusong Mangpoje said.


"Yes, Milord!"


At these words, the Tibetan general called Rengong was energized and immediately left to issue the order.


"I didn't think that our second meeting would come to an end like this! What a pity!"


A strange light appeared in Dusong Mangpoje's eyes as he gazed at the Wushang Cavalry.


It didn't matter how intelligent Wang Chong was, how formidable his tactics were, or that he had defeated Dayan Mangban several times. The moment Fumeng Lingcha retreated and he personally took the stage, Wang Chong's fate was sealed.


Dusong Mangpoje wasn't afraid that he would escape, as escape was impossible. No one could outrun the reach of an Imperial Great General. Moreover, if he did so, he would doom those Wushang Cavalry and the eight-thousand-some craftsmen in the fortress.


Given what Dusong Mangpoje understood of the Great Tang, even if Wang Chong managed to get away, the magnitude of his error meant that only death would await him back in the Great Tang.


"Call over General Dayan Mangban. Tell him that the time of his revenge will be soon."


With these words, Dusong Mangpoje began to make his way toward the center of the army.


Bwoooom!


Quickly, the yak horns began to blare over the plateau with a special metallic sound that had never been heard before.


Rumble! Thousands of Tibetan highland steeds began to stomp on the ground as the preparations for battle were carried out. With all these thousands of horses stomping their hooves, the air grew restless and the entire plateau trembled, stirring up countless bits of grass and dirt.


This time, Dusong Mangpoje was personally leading his army of tens of thousands of cavalry, and Dayan Mangban and his remaining White Braves were taking part as well.


When he heard that he could get rid of Wang Chong and the Wushang Cavalry, Dayan Mangban had immediately volunteered to add his White Braves to the army.


The entire world was somber and still. The only sounds came from Dusong Mangpoje's vast army. A vast and suffocating air began to fall over the plateau, exerting a formidable pressure.


Winds heralded the coming of a storm, and this silent pressure that came before battle was even more terrifying than the fierce battle itself.
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"Lord Marquis, the Tibetans are about to attack again!"


Everyone behind the steel walls became nervous as they heard the distant yak horns blare. This attack had come faster than any of them had expected.


And all of them could hear something different in those horns. This battle would definitely be more dangerous and fraught with tension than the ones previous.


"Don't get nervous! I have everything planned out!"


Wang Chong solemnly looked forward, his body unmoving.


Dusong Mangpoje was going to move, and Wang Chong was keenly aware that he was absolutely no match for this Ü-Tsang Great General, not even with the Karmic Battle Armor.


Dusong Mangpoje was a transcendent expert on the same level as Zhangchou Jianqiong, Geshu Han, and Fumeng Lingcha. He simply wasn't prepared to fight with an expert of this level.


Rumble!


Like a flash of lightning, a massive black war banner was suddenly thrust into the air, bearing the image of a silver-white eagle. In front of this banner was a slender figure riding a stalwart divine steed of the Great Snow Mountain, a demonic god appearing before all of them.


He wasn't a very tall man, but he exuded an aura as vast as the seas that could make anyone feel tiny and meek.


Dusong Mangpoje!


Even at this distance, Wang Chong immediately recognized the Ü-Tsang Great General he had met in the capital.


Time seemed to grind to a halt.


A second seemed to drag on for countless years, and then the earth quaked. Countless Tibetan warriors charged out behind Dusong Mangpoje, a black flood of steel washing over the earth.


"Kiiill!"


As thousands of Tibetans howled with all their might, the waves of sound were like a massive explosion, stirring a fierce gale that surged toward the triangular gap.


This formidable momentum caused even the heavens to lose their color, and all the Tang paled at this sight.


"Lord Marquis!"


They all turned to look at Wang Chong. At this moment, only Wang Chong could soothe the army and guide them in the right direction.


"Do everything as before. All craftsmen should remain in the fortress. Everyone else, mount your horses and wait for my signal!"


Wang Chong's voice was indifferent and devoid of emotion, but it was precisely this voice that made everyone find their backbone and calm down.


Rumble!


The rumbling intensified as the hooves thundered, the Tibetan cavalry picking up speed as they closed the distance.


Tens of thousands of soldiers charging as one, led on by a Great General like Dusong Mangpoje—this enormous pressure was enough to make anyone shrink back in fear.


Fourteen hundred zhang, thirteen hundred zhang, twelve hundred zhang!


Clang!


A massive golden Halo of Thorns appeared beneath Dusong Mangpoje's divine steed, radiating like a brilliant sun and expanding to every Tibetan horseman, even Dayan Mangban's White Braves.


The Tibetan cavalry grew even stronger, their strength swelling to astonishing heights.


In comparison, Wang Chong's fortifications on the triangular gap were like rocks in the face of a massive wave, in danger of being shattered at any moment.


"All soldiers, withdraw!"


In a flash, a loud voice resounded across the skies. The thousands of Wushang Cavalry instantly turned around and flowed like a stream into the small fortress in the rear.


This sudden change left all the Tibetans dumbstruck, and even Dusong Mangpoje momentarily paused.


After getting used to Wang Chong's vigorous and fearless charges in the face of any number of opponents, even Dusong Mangpoje was surprised to see Wang Chong 'flee'.


"It seems like he's a little smart, but since you've already offended me, isn't it a little too late to flee?"


Dusong Mangpoje faintly smiled as he urged his horse to go even faster.


No matter what Wang Chong thought, the moment he stepped onto the plateau and built these fortifications, he had already placed himself in a perilous situation.


And when Fumeng Lingcha left, this rising star of the Great Tang, this young military genius, was foreordained to fall here.


"All soldiers, charge! Those who retreat will be executed!"


Dusong Mangpoje's order further invigorated his army.


"Damn it! Charge!"


Seeing Wang Chong flee, Dayan Mangban was furious. He could not permit Wang Chong to escape. Even if he had to pursue Wang Chong all the way back to Wushang's City of Steel, he would definitely kill him.


……


"Careful! The Tibetans are fully mobilized. They're going to attack the fortress! Even that Tibetan Great General has moved out!"


"Hurry, hurry! Open the gate; let Lord Marquis and the others in!"


"Everyone, hurry with the welding and harden the walls! If the Tibetans get in, all eight thousand of us are dead. Remember, we can't let any of them get over the walls!"


No one was more nervous at this time than the eight-thousand-some craftsmen, and the entire fortress was jittery and nervous. If it weren't for the fact that the foremen had followed Wang Chong to the southwest, they wouldn't have been able to maintain their calm and soothe the workers, convincing them that Wang Chong had everything planned out, and all the craftsmen would have already taken to their heels.


Rumble!


The massive gates opened. Eight people were needed to open the gate, but at this moment, thirty-two people were hastily working at this task.


Whoosh! A gust of wind blew in as a Wushang cavalryman charged through the gate, followed by a second, a third, and then a surging river.


"Quick! Close the gate!"


There was a thunderous roar that could be heard all over the city. The craftsmen quickly began to move, and the gears began to rumble as the gate was closed.


As the last of the Wushang Cavalry charged in, the gates completely closed.


……


"Don't let them run!"


"Kill them!"


"Kill all the Tang! Now is the time for our revenge!"


The Tibetans roared into the heavens. These last few battles had cast a shadow over the hearts of these Tibetans that once used to look down on the Tang. However, the sight of the Wushang Cavalry fleeing had immediately swept this shadow away.


There was no question that not even the Wushang Cavalry were a match for Lord Dusong Mangpoje. As long as the Great General was present, these Tang weren't even worth mentioning.


Thousands of horses cried out as they charged past the steel walls toward that small fortress in the triangular gap.


The Tibetans encountered no obstacles this time, and no beehives filling the sky with arrows. All the soldiers were able to gallop past the outlying walls and reach the base of the nine-zhang-high walls.


"Ready the hooks!" someone in the army roared. Dingdingdangdang! Countless hooks flew up to the walls. At this moment, the only soldiers that could have brought such tools meant for assaulting cities were Dayan Mangban's White Braves.


Rumble! A long, silver battering ram, its surface covered in complicated patterns, crashed against the gate with a force of ten thousand jun. The massive impact caused the entire city to tremble as it let out a deafening boom.


The White Braves were far too familiar with assaulting cities. In many battles, the five thousand White Braves had relied on precisely this set of techniques to conquer many small kingdoms of the Western Regions.


For this attack, Dayan Mangban had already known that a steel fortress had been erected at the triangular gap, so these grappling hooks and silver battering rams had been prepared in advance.


It was just that in the previous battles, the five thousand White Braves had not had any chance to reach the fortress walls to use this siege weaponry.


Whoosh!


The winds howled as the White Braves began to scale the walls. These were not the walls of that towering City of Steel in Wushang, so they were much easier to climb.


In just a few moments, the White Braves began to peek over the walls.


But the first person to appear on the wall was not any of those nimble White Braves. In a flash of light, Dusong Mangpoje and his divine steed leapt into the air.


He didn't even need to use any hooks, simply traversed that nine zhang of height with his own strength.


"Look! Over there! Shoot arrows at him!"


The walls were in chaos. The moment Dusong Mangpoje appeared, he was greeted by arrows from all sides.


This was a unit of archers that had remained within the fortress this entire time. Sensing Dusong Mangpoje's powerful aura, almost all the archers had fired at him.


"Petty tricks!"


Dusong Mangpoje faintly smiled, and he simply stood on the wall, allowing the arrows to come at him. But at a distance of three zhang, all these arrows stopped and fell to the ground.


But when this volley was finished, another volley of arrows exploded toward him.


Dusong Mangpoje gave a relaxed grin, his hawkish eyes piercing through the sky full of arrows and flitting across the city in search of something.


"Found it!"


Dusong Mangpoje chuckled as his eyes locked onto a figure opening a gate, ready to flee.
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"Do you think you can escape?"


Dusong Mangpoje inwardly sneered. He had only needed a glance to recognize Wang Chong's back.


In the distance, Wang Chong seemed to sense something, his body shivering as Dusong Mangpoje's eyes locked onto him. He inadvertently turned his head to look, and those eyes that had always been so calm and wise finally revealed a tinge of deep panic and fear.


In the face of absolute strength, all plans and tactics were merely the toys of children.


Only Great Generals could deal with Great Generals. Wang Chong had been able to use certain methods to control Fumeng Lingcha's movements, using the Great General of Qixi to hold down Dusong Mangpoje. For this, Dusong Mangpoje deeply admired him.


"Alas, you underestimated the daring of a Great General, and underestimated Fumeng Lingcha's determination to kill you. For these reasons, you are bound to die here."


Dusong Mangpoje grinned as he looked at the youth. To have offended so many Great Generals on both sides of the border was a feat that only this youth of the Great Tang could have accomplished. No matter how overflowing with talent one was, anyone that was too brash and arrogant was doomed to be short-lived, cut down mid-flight.


Bang!


Dusong Mangpoje leapt forward, leaving countless blurs in the air. When he next appeared, he was several dozen zhang away. When Dusong Mangpoje truly began to move, he was countless times faster than a warhorse, the only drawback being that he would consume a great deal of Stellar Energy.


Perhaps Wang Chong could have escaped if he had left right from the start, but it was impossible to escape from right under his eyes.


"Little friend, why are you in such a rush? It's been several months since our meeting in the capital. Let's chat about old times."


Dusong Mangpoje's voice was not loud, yet it could be heard throughout the steel fortress. His body exuded a vast sea of energy that filled the fortress to the bursting, his divine strength intimidating everyone present. Cries of panic and fear filled the fortress, mixing together with the sounds of wooden and steel racks being knocked over.


The eight thousand craftsmen were in chaos, and even the Wushang Cavalry that had entered the fortress were scattering!


Dusong Mangpoje had originally been somewhat cautious and vigilant, but when he saw this scene, all hesitation left him. True or false, authentic or feigned panic, real fear or faked fear… an Imperial Great General like Dusong Mangpoje could distinguish these things at a glance.


Moreover…


The most important part of an army was its formation. With Wang Chong's Wushang Cavalry in such disorder, fleeing in every direction, even if they really were up to something, they were essentially crippling themselves with these actions. Once his army opened the gates and entered, even the formidable Wushang Cavalry would have their fates sealed.


Rumble!


Dusong Mangpoje immediately began to streak through the air like a lightning bolt, leaving a long white trail of energy as he charged toward the rear gate. Majestic Stellar Energy tore at the sky, the air shrieking at his passage. Behind Dusong Mangpoje, the faint image of a plateau and snowy mountains could be seen. Lightning was crackling over the plateau as a spider web of electricity in the air, constantly cleaving down at the plateau, each strike making Dusong Mangpoje's figure seem even more imposing, enigmatic, and powerful.


Shadows began to emerge on Dusong Mangpoje's hand, condensing into a massive black and monstrous claw.


There were many legends about the Tibetan Plateau, and the Zhangzhung Dynasty was only one of them. Before this dynasty, it was said that countless strange monsters of all shapes and sizes used to dwell on the plateau. In the end, the legends of these monsters became the supreme techniques of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple.


Dusong Mangpoje had learned one of these supreme techniques, and this technique was one of the reasons he was able to sit firmly on the plateau, becoming one of the Ü-Tsang Empire's few Imperial Great Generals.


With no Fumeng Lingcha to fear, Dusong Mangpoje needed only one strike to finish off the greatest threat that the Ü-Tsang Empire had ever faced.


"Young Master Wang, accept your fate!"


Dusong Mangpoje's voice was still echoing in the air when another furious voice butted in.


"That brat's life is mine!"


The voice pealed through the city like thunder. There was a flash of light behind Dusong Mangpoje as another muscular and divine figure appeared on the wall. That person's eyes were blazing with an intimidating light, and even at this distance, they were still capable of striking fear into any onlookers.


Dayan Mangban was a Brigadier General and was still quite a bit weaker than Dusong Mangpoje, but in terms of desire to kill Wang Chong, Dusong Mangpoje was left in Dayan Mangban's dust. Boom! Dayan Mangban shot from the walls like he had been fired from a cannon.


Before this operation, Dayan Mangban had never met Wang Chong and was only killing him because the Tsenpo had ordered it, but now, this was no longer a simple mission.


Rumble!


There was a metal rumbling that instantly caught the attention of both Dusong Mangpoje and Dayan Mangban. They both trembled for a moment and noticed that the rear gate of the fortress had opened a sliver, and Wang Chong seemed on the verge of running out.


Buzz!


There was no more time to think. Both Dusong Mangpoje and Dayan Mangban pushed their Stellar Energy to the limits, exploding through the air. Both Brigadier General and Great General moved with extreme speeds. Dusong Mangpoje was hailed as the Eagle of the Steppe, and when his identity had been exposed in the capital of the Great Tang, he had fled all the way from there back to the plateau, so one could easily imagine how fast he was.


Buzz! Dusong Mangpoje's dantian exploded with energy, and he left a long trail behind him as he instantly traveled two hundred zhang. With another flash, another two hundred zhang had been covered. In just the blink of an eye, Wang Chong was now not even fifty zhang from him.


When an Imperial Great General was using all their strength to chase after a single person, that was a speed that was terrifying to just think about. Dusong Mangpoje was like a shooting star, so fast that the eyes could no longer keep up. Whether it was Wang Chong and his Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, the Brigadier General Dayan Mangban, or the future Invincible Great General, no one in this triangular gap could match Dusong Mangpoje's speed.


Buzz!


Suddenly, when he was only thirty zhang from Wang Chong, Dusong Mangpoje's eyes widened, and he felt a strange sensation. His eyes scanning the area, he quickly noticed two elderly figures standing by the gate.


These two men didn't seem like craftsmen or foremen. One was dressed in a black robe and had a head of black hair and a grim expression. The other was dressed in a faded robe of hemp, his hair white and his expression tough and inflexible. Neither of them seemed very young, the profusion of wrinkles on their face indicating that they were at least sixty. Moreover, the white-haired man had turbid eyes, so he was at least eighty years old.


In this city full of nervous people fleeing in every direction, even Wang Chong running for his life, only these two elders remained still, standing to the left and right of the rear gate. Their eyes were calm, and not only were they not running, they were looking at him, apparently waiting for him to pass. They were a stark contrast to the rest of the people in the city.


"This is…"


Dusong Mangpoje's pupils constricted, and for a moment, he doubted. But he quickly cast this thought to the back of his mind. No matter how suspicious these two elders were, to an Imperial Great General, they were no concern at all.


At the most, if they dared to try and stop him, he would just crush them.


Rumble!


Behind him, the gate was opening. The White Braves had scaled the walls and had succeeded in opening the main gate, allowing the tens of thousands of Tibetan cavalry to surge in. At this stage, the Tibetans had finally won.


Hearing the roars behind him, Dusong Mangpoje no longer hesitated. The Stellar Energy in his dantian erupted as he rushed toward the rear gate.


He could see that Wang Chong wasn't very far now. As long as he could kill this Young Marquis, he could complete the Tsenpo's mission and wash away Ü-Tsang's humiliation.


"What an arrogant Tibetan." At this moment, the black-robed elder to the right suddenly spoke. "He's just at the peak of the Saint Martial realm. I can't even count the number of experts of his level that I've killed. Does a junior of forty-some years of age really think that no one can hold him down?" His eyes were cold, and even someone of Dusong Mangpoje's cultivation level couldn't but feel a chill in his heart.


"Brother Zhang, do not blame him." The white-haired elder on the left began to move his lips as well. "Ü-Tsang is far from the Central Plains, so it is very normal that he does not know about how Brother Zhang wreaked havoc on the sects, how so many people would pale in fear at the mention of your name. The Young Marquis has come this time with the intent of vanquishing Ü-Tsang and resolving the Great Tang's troubles. Although I am aged, if I am able to assist the Great Tang and the people of the Central Plains, then I would be willing to die ten thousand deaths. Let us assist him by taking care of this problem."


When this pair began to speak, Dusong Mangpoje instantly felt a very eerie and bizarre feeling. As a peak Saint Martial realm expert, Dusong Mangpoje could travel vast distances in the blink of an eye. In normal circumstances, these people shouldn't have even been able to finish saying a word, much less spit out whole sentences.


But not only had they managed to finish their thoughts, there had even been time for the one on the right to speak first and the one on the left to follow him. This was the first time Dusong Mangpoje had ever encountered such a bizarre situation, and he felt like he was seeing ghosts.


But the most shocking thing of all was yet to take place…


Rumble!


Like an extremely dangerous beast from prehistory tearing off its disguise and revealing its true face, an inconceivably powerful energy began to explode from the black-robed elder on the right.
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Never in Dusong Mangpoje's life had he encountered a situation like this. He basically recognized all the Imperial Great Generals of the world, but he did not recognize this black-robed elder. However, the energy bursting from that old man was ruthless, cruel, and suffused with a boundlessly aggressive nature.


For a moment, Dusong Mangpoje felt like he wasn't looking at a human, but tens of thousands of swords and sabers exploding outward. In the heart of that explosion of swords and sabers, however, was a pitch-black hole.


Bang!


Before Dusong Mangpoje could react, another tsunami of energy exploded from the other side.


That old and tottering white-haired elder with the inflexible expression began to rapidly rise in cultivation: True Martial realm, Profound Martial realm, Imperial Martial realm, Saint Martial realm… In an instant, both elders had reached the peak of the Saint Martial realm.


"Dusong Mangpoje, I spared your life in our last meeting, so why haven't you learned anything?" said the Wushang Village Chief in a thunderous voice.


"It's you?!"


Dusong Mangpoje's body trembled as if he had been struck by lightning, countless images beginning to flit through his mind. As he examined that aged face, he finally recognized who it was.


Around half a year ago, he had mixed into the capital with the First Prince, but Wang Chong had exposed his identity, forcing him to flee. He first had the First Prince return to the Tibetan Plateau and then led off the pursuing soldiers by himself.


At the time, he had mistakenly wandered into a mountain valley, where he had almost been killed. Dusong Mangpoje had never imagined that the mysterious elder who had defeated him in the mountain valley would show up here.


The shock was so great that, for a moment, this Ü-Tsang Great General showed a little consternation.


"Not good!"


Dusong Mangpoje trembled as an enormous fear seized his body. He suddenly understood why Wang Chong had been so confident, daring to step onto the plateau with only five thousand cavalry to challenge all the Tibetans of the northern region.


Dusong Mangpoje had believed this entire time that Wang Chong was relying on the Tang Great General Fumeng Lingcha, but only now did Dusong Mangpoje realize just how wrong he was.


The flight after two consecutive victories had simply been a part of Wang Chong's plan.


He had been relying not on Fumeng Lingcha, but on these two monstrous old men. Everything about this, including Wang Chong attempting to open the rear gate of the fortress and flee, had just been bait to lure him out.


In this battle, Wang Chong's goal had not been Dayan Mangban, but a Tibetan Great General. Although Dusong Mangpoje had not participated in those previous battles, Wang Chong's gaze had been fixed on him from start to finish.


The Great Tang actually has such a formidable individual! With him here, our Ü-Tsang will find it very difficult to do anything in Qixi.


An icy chill began to surge through Dusong Mangpoje's trembling body. He had long ago heard of Wang Chong's name, and he had also heard of the massive battle he had fought against Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang, but in the end, he had still been too dismissive.


Wang Chong's cultivation was simply far weaker than his.


But now, Dusong Mangpoje could finally sense just how terrifying this youth of the Great Tang was. He was terrifying not because of his martial arts, but because of his intelligence and foresight that always seemed to have control over the situation.


Leave!


With this thought, Dusong Mangpoje immediately began to retreat. If there were just one opponent, Dusong Mangpoje would definitely have stepped forward to fight to the death, but with two experts at the Imperial Great General level, he was simply no match.


No single Great General could deal with two Great Generals at once.


This had been a trap!


"Hahaha, Dusong Mangpoje, isn't it a little bit too late to run?"


A roar of laughter came from the open gate. At some point, the 'fleeing' Wang Chong had stopped and turned around to face Dusong Mangpoje.


Rumble!


As if in response to Wang Chong's voice, the earth quavered and time seemed to stop, after which the world seemed to explode.


As countless people looked on in fear, a ball of light even more dazzling than the sun burst out from the rear gate.


For a moment, the area around the triangular gap was quiet, the massive explosions drowning out all noise, silencing the screams and shouts, the crashes and horse whinnies.


Vast amounts of light and heat, accompanied by berserk streams of energy, pressed against the walls, making them groan and crack. For the sake of toughening these walls, Wang Chong had added hundreds of toughening and defensive inscriptions within them.


But these powerful inscriptions were nothing more than paper to these three supreme experts of the Imperial Great General level. They shattered, whole pieces of the steel wall being crushed and crumpled.


"Aaaaah!"


A terrifying scream broke the silence. In front of a stunned audience, Dusong Mangpoje flew through the sky like a ragdoll.


"Withdraw!" A panicked shout rang out over the heavens. The moment Dusong Mangpoje crashed into the ground, he immediately took to his heels. Dusong Mangpoje had never felt so much unease, been in such a panic. An intense danger followed him like his shadow, saturating the air around him.


Whether it was in strength, energy, techniques, or use of Stellar Energy, those two elders had far surpassed Dusong Mangpoje's expectations. The terror and sharpness he had felt when exchanging blows with them was simply impossible to imagine.


Every bit of their Stellar Energy had been used to the absolute limit, particularly with that black-haired old man. His Stellar Energy was three times more effective.


Thus, although his cultivation wasn't the highest of the three, he actually represented the greatest threat. Dusong Mangpoje had resided at the peak of the Saint Martial realm for ten-some years now, and he was a veteran Great General, but in terms of martial arts and understanding of Stellar Energy, he wasn't even on the same level as the black-robed elder.


Before this, Dusong Mangpoje had never imagined that someone could utilize Stellar Energy in such a refined and exquisite manner, reaching a level that almost seemed to be one with the Dao.


In the face of such an experienced and mature expert, Dusong Mangpoje had no thought of battle, only of getting as far away as possible.


"You just came, and now you want to leave?"


An icy voice rang out from behind him, and Dusong Mangpoje felt like his soul had taken flight. He could sense that two storms of energy were in hot pursuit.


The Demonic Emperor Old Man and the Wushang Village Chief had no intentions of letting him go.


Wang Chong had used a great deal of time and energy for this battle. He had requested the aid of his master the Demonic Emperor Old Man, and sent a messenger pigeon to deliver a letter to the Wushang Village Chief.


This entire process had been carried out with utmost secrecy. Both the Demonic Emperor Old Man and Wushang Village Chief had come in the middle of the night, completely unnoticed.


Moreover, they had mixed in with the eight thousand craftsmen when entering the plateau.


In the previous two battles, the pair had simply watched from the walls. Even when Wang Chong and Dayan Mangban were engaged in pitched combat, the two showed no intention of interfering. Everything had been for the sake of drawing Dusong Mangpoje into the trap.


Bang!


There was a flash of light and a massive explosion. The Demonic Emperor Old Man had punched, immediately unleashing an explosive wave of energy that converted the air around him into thousands of sharp swords that lunged toward Dusong Mangpoje.


The Myriad Spirit Sea Art!


The heavens seemed to dim as the Demonic Emperor Old Man attacked, and the entire fortress seemed on the verge of breaking. At the Demonic Emperor Old Man's level, every move was dazzling and accompanied by countless phenomena, no less amazing than the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art.


Dusong Mangpoje was a peak Saint Martial expert, so he was extremely sensitive to experts of the same level. Thus, even though Dusong Mangpoje and Fumeng Lingcha hadn't been able to see each other, they could still sense each other's existence.


But this move was completely ineffective against the Demonic Emperor Old Man.


The Demonic Emperor Old Man had been able to control the energy around him, blocking Dusong Mangpoje's perception. This was something only the Myriad Spirit Sea Art could do.


Rumble!


Energy exploded as Dusong Mangpoje barely managed to dodge the blow. Dusong Mangpoje was pushing the supreme art of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple to its limit, but he was still unable to completely dodge the Demonic Emperor Old Man's attack. A destructive wave of energy swept past, causing Dusong Mangpoje to roll in the air. Just when he had managed to stabilize himself and continue running, another attack streaked toward him like a comet.


The Wushang Village Chief's attack had come!


Dusong Mangpoje felt like his skull was going numb, and he was almost going insane as he tottered on the brink of life and death.


But there was someone who was even more afraid and insane than Dusong Mangpoje.


Just who are these people? Where did that brat manage to find such powerful experts?!


Dayan Mangban's pupils had constricted while a deep despair surged through his mind.


In that exchange of blows, he had sensed the appearance of two supreme experts at the Imperial Great General level. To Dayan Mangban, this was like a sudden blow to his head.


Although Dayan Mangban was known as the Asura War God of the Ü-Tsang Empire, he was still just a Brigadier General, not a Great General. These two experts on the Imperial Great General level suddenly descending from the heavens on this small fort had completely overturned his understanding of the world.


This was not something someone of his abilities could contend against.


Run!


Before the Demonic Emperor Old Man and the Wushang Village Chief could reach him, Dayan Mangban had turned around and fled.
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The two experts that Wang Chong had found were far too terrifying, existences that not even Dusong Mangpoje could handle. And if Dusong Mangpoje was no match, then Dayan Mangban was certain to fare even worse!


At this moment, Dayan Mangban was even more frantic than Dusong Mangpoje.


"This can't be happening! Damn thing, how could this be!!"


Dayan Mangban's eyes were wide open, and his teeth had almost crumbled away from all the gnashing. But even though he was furious, his reaction was not one bit slow. Whoosh! Dayan Mangban immediately began to rush back to the walls.


"Dayan Mangban, where are you going! Lord Marquis has ordered that you must remain!"


The moment this voice spoke, Dayan Mangban was surrounded by rumbling as hundreds upon thousands of stones soared into the sky.


Right in front of Dayan Mangban's eyes, a massive general from ancient times formed out of the stone, blocking his path.


Stone General!


Huang Botian had finally revealed himself, immediately using his mighty Stone General. At the feet of the general, rippling halos resounded in the air.


It was clear that Huang Botian had only gotten stronger since his clash with Wang Chong in Wushang Village.


Rumble!


The heavens dimmed as the Stone General immediately punched, the air shrieking as the stone fist thundered toward Dayan Mangban.


"Get out of my way!"


Dayan Mangban's expression turned savage, and a vicious light appeared in his eyes. An Earth element warrior at the Imperial Martial realm would have been barely worth a glance in the past, someone he could have heavily injured with a single thrust of his spear.


But while he was fleeing for his life, such an individual was lethal.


Buzz! Dayan Mangban's body flickered as he attempted to move to the side and avoid the Stone General. But before he could leave, Huang Botian sent a second craggy stone fist rumbling through the air toward him.


This time, Dayan Mangban had nowhere to dodge.


"Seeking death!"


Enraged, Dayan Mangban sent out a punch of his own. Boom! The two fists of starkly different sizes crashed against each other, causing a massive shockwave.


Unexpectedly, it was the massive Stone General that collapsed with a yelp, the body instantly splintering apart into thousands of stone pieces.


But even though he had knocked down Huang Botian with a single punch, Dayan Mangban was not at all pleased. On the contrary, he felt only more despair.


In the past, such an Earth element warrior wouldn't have been been able to affect him, but he could not afford this sort of delay now.


Because Dayan Mangban could already see that several more people had appeared.


"Botian! Hurry and go! Leave this man to us."


"Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap!"


An elder of fifty-some years and a woman of forty-some years had suddenly appeared. The middle-aged woman threw out several large rocks, each about the size of a millstone, that crashed down around Dayan Mangban.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


The heavens and earth shook, and before Dayan Mangban could react, those rocks had landed in some sort of formation.


"Not good!"


Dayan Mangban suspiciously scanned his surroundings and realized that someone had already planted several similar rocks around him. He paled as a deep unease began to seethe in his heart.


There was no time to think. Dayan Mangban's blurred as he shot like a bolt of lightning to escape this region. But he was far too late. Huang Botian, Elder Du, and Elder Fang had been waiting in hiding for this very moment.


Even Wang Chong's escape route and his intentional opening of the steel fortress's rear gate had been part of the plan.


It was absolutely impossible for Dayan Mangban to escape at this moment!


Buzz!


There was a flash of light, and the scenery around Dayan Mangban changed. After walking just a few steps, Dayan Mangban realized that there was nothing but chaos before his eyes, and the steel fortress was nowhere to be seen. It was like he had entered a completely different space.


"!!!"


Even someone as formidable as Dayan Mangban, a conqueror of countless cities, a man of talent and daring, was shocked and enraged by this sight.


"Open up!!" Dayan Mangban bellowed as he charged forward, his body exploding with Stellar Energy. When a Brigadier General unleashed all their Stellar Energy, they produced a truly frightening power.



Vast waves of energy transformed into massive tides that swept in every direction.


Even metal would be pulverized in the face of this sort of attack, much less earth or rock. Yet this explosion of Stellar Energy, the strongest attack Dayan Mangban could muster, caused not a single stir in his surroundings.


All this Stellar Energy vanished like a mud doll in the ocean, leaving nothing behind!


Not only that, as Dayan Mangban charged forward, he encountered no obstruction, and no matter how far he went, all he could see was gray. It was impossible to tell up from down, east from west.


An ancient formation!


Dayan Mangban felt his heart chill.


When he was at the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple, he had heard that the Great Tang had a few secretive legacies, like befuddling formations and illusion formations. With a few tree branches or rocks, one could obscure an opponent's senses and make them see illusions. But this was just a little trick, and someone with the sharp gaze and firm resolve of a Brigadier General or Great General was not easily confused by external factors, so illusion formations were useless against them.


When Dayan Mangban had heard of this, he had laughed.


But the scenario before him was clearly of a completely different nature. Once caught, Dayan Mangban was unable to sense anything going on outside, could not reach the boundary, and could not shatter the formation. This was no longer some traditional smokescreen or illusory formation.


Dayan Mangban had been under the impression that only those formidable and legendary illusory formations of the Central Plains that had long ago been lost could have accomplished such a feat.


Dayan Mangban had never predicted that he would encounter one in this fortress built on the triangular gap.


Breaking this ancient formation wasn't impossible, but it would take a great deal of time, and for him, time was fast running out.


Dayan Mangban's heart might as well have been a block of ice.


"Dayan!"


When Dusong Mangpoje saw that man and woman appear and Dayan Mangban disappear, he paled and his body chilled.


Buzz!


Dusong Mangpoje immediately turned and began to charge in Dayan Mangban's direction, but he had barely made it a few steps when a massive wave of energy like a thousand swords slashed toward him.


"You still have the mind to think about saving him? None of you will be escaping today!"


A voice so cold that it made his head go numb came from behind him, so close that it felt like it had been whispered into his ear. Dusong Mangpoje trembled, and it felt like a basin of icy water had been poured over his head. He was so cold that even his breathing seemed on the verge of stopping.


The black-robed elder!


The image of that grim and absurdly powerful black-robed elder emerged in Dusong Mangpoje's mind. If he had known that this fortress contained such a terrifying existence, he would have fled with his army without even trying to attack the fortress.


Dayan, it's not that I don't want to help you, but I'm going to find it hard to keep just myself alive. This is all I can do for you!


With a burst of Stellar Energy, Dusong Mangpoje dodged the Demonic Emperor Old Man's second attack and charged forward. At the same time, his right hand reached for his scimitar and immediately threw it toward the area Dayan Mangban had vanished with all the strength he could muster.


The air shrieked as if it was about to tear apart. The scimitar transformed into a comet, wrapped in a destructive energy.


Such was the power of an Imperial Great General that this strike from Dusong Mangpoje would be enough to shatter a mountain. Even if this attack could not save Dayan Mangban, it could at least shake the formation, creating a crack that Dayan Mangban could use to escape.


Bang!


But the scimitar only managed to make it a few zhang before a thin silhouette caught up to it. A massive energy instantly sent the scimitar flying away.


Dusong Mangpoje's heart sank. He had clearly seen that his scimitar had been knocked away by a simple wooden hairpin.


The Wushang Village Chief had finally struck.


Dayan, you'll have to protect yourself! I've done all that I could…


A hint of struggle appeared in Dusong Mangpoje's eyes as he shot past the Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap and fled into the distance.


At his level of strength, he would only need to stop for a moment to save Dayan Mangban with one mighty blow, but Dusong Mangpoje did not even dare to think about this idea.


A second's delay meant that the two monstrous figures behind him wouldn't just kill Dayan Mangban, but him as well.


When picking between two evils, one had to pick the lesser. The choice was obvious.


Buzz!


As Dusong Mangpoje took flight, leaping onto the wall, within the Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap, Dayan Mangban was welcoming his most important 'guest'.


Buzz! There was a flash of light followed by crisp and relaxed footsteps. Several figures had appeared in the Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap.


"Dayan Mangban, we meet again!"


Wang Chong faintly smiled, his clothes lightly swaying as he walked into Dayan Mangban's field of vision.


"It's you!"


Dayan Mangban's pupils constricted as he gazed at that familiar figure, as if he had been poked by a needle. He had never imagined that the 'fleeing' Wang Chong would appear here.



                                                                        Chapter 794: The Death of Dayan Mangban! (II) 

                                                                                




Translated by: Hypersheep325


Edited by: Michyrr





Dayan Mangban's shock quickly turned into a sneer.


"A good show! I really didn't think that you would dare to appear before me!"


As Dayan Mangban spoke, his eyes seethed with killing intent.


"Haha, I appeared here so that I could send you off!"


Wang Chong faintly smiled and immediately attacked. At the same time, Dayan Mangban's body exploded with energy as he lunged toward Wang Chong.


"Great Snow Mountain Devil Dragon Art!"


"Vast Heaven Earth Art!


"Great Yinyang Art!"


……


Several explosions rang out within the Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap, more dazzling than the sun, and fierce winds swept through the space created by the formation.


A few moments later, there was a scream, and then silence.


Buzz!


After around five minutes, there was a flash of light as Wang Chong, wearing the Karmic Battle Armor, strode out of the Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap. His eyes were sharp and profound, his entire person bursting with energy. More importantly, a pure and vigorous energy was rising from his body. It seemed like Wang Chong had become a new person, the aura of the Saint Martial realm no longer conferred to him by the Karmic Battle Armor. This energy was all his own, naturally arising from within.


The Saint Martial realm! I've finally succeeded!


Wang Chong's eyes flashed with an intimidating elegance, his very being inspiring respect and fear. This was not an intentional action, but a natural aura that one exuded once one reached a certain level of cultivation.


The combination of the Vast Heaven Earth Art and the Great Yinyang Art had finally managed to deal Dayan Mangban a heavy wound. Wang Chong had then absorbed the energy of this legendary Tibetan Brigadier General, the Asura War God, the future King of Generals. Upon absorbing the Saint Martial energy, he had finally broken through that threshold and reached the initial tier of the Saint Martial realm.


Although he was still far from the peak of the Saint Martial realm, this was still a difference as vast as the gap between heaven and earth to Wang Chong. As long as he could rest firmly on this level, he could relearn many of the supreme techniques from his last life, and utilize many of the skills that had been locked away.


He was finally released. His fighting power had not simply been given a boost, but had been multiplied. Most importantly, he had finally stepped on the path to becoming the War Saint once more.


Starting from now, he wouldn’t need very long to reach the cultivation level of his last life.


"Congratulations to user! For completing 'The Threat to Qixi', you have been rewarded with 400 points of Destiny Energy!


"Warning: the history of the world has changed. With the death of renowned general Dayan Mangban, the course of the plateau has been changed. These changes have worldwide ramifications and have produced many indeterminate variables, with the changes still being calculated. Since user was responsible for these changes, user is rewarded 2000 points of Destiny Energy!"


At this moment, the Stone of Destiny spoke, and upon hearing this voice, Wang Chong couldn't help but slightly pause and let out a gasp.


Strange!


Wang Chong's eyebrows slightly rose, belying his massive shock.


There was an extra 2000 points of Destiny Energy!


Wang Chong was unsurprised by the reward of 400 points of Destiny Energy for killing Dayan Mangban, because that was exactly what the Stone of Destiny had promised him. But the 2000 points of Destiny Energy that came afterward were truly a big surprise.


The Stone of Destiny had not even mentioned such a thing when giving the mission.


The Stone of Destiny said that changing the history of the plateau has worldwide ramifications. It turns out that changing the fate of other countries can also result in generous rewards. This is quite the method for rewarding extra points of Destiny Energy. In addition, the penalty for failure in The Threat to Qixi was 2000 Destiny Energy, and the reward now is also 2000 Destiny Energy. Are these related? If they are, then I guess there's another special way to obtain Destiny Energy from the missions given by the Stone of Destiny.


Wang Chong looked up at the sky, his mind in deep thought.


However, a moment later, Wang Chong took in a deep breath and returned to his senses. He could research the Stone of Destiny later. The urgent task at hand was dealing with this battle.


"Kiiill!"


Shouts could be heard as Wang Chong opened his eyes. In front of him, the Tibetans within the steel fortress were crumbling, their morale shattered by Dusong Mangpoje's flight. It was said that the morale of the entire army was tied to the commander-in-chief, so when Dusong Mangpoje fled, his tens of thousands of cavalry had suffered a massive blow, a destructive blow.


An Imperial Great General represented the highest echelon of power in the world, and in the minds of the Tibetan warriors, such an existence would never flee from battle. But when Dusong Mangpoje fled from the combined assaults of the Demonic Emperor Old Man and the Wushang Village Chief, this deep-rooted conviction was completely overturned.


The collapse of the Tibetan army was total and spontaneous, turning from a full-throated assault into a panicked retreat in the blink of an eye. The unique terrain of the triangular gap also showed its might at this time. When Wang Chong was dealing with Dayan Mangban in the Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap, all the Wushang Cavalry had finished forming up, Li Siye leading them in chasing down the fleeing Tibetans.


Although they did not have Wang Chong's powerful war halos, the Tibetans and their powerful White Braves likewise lacked the boost from Dayan Mangban. Without the Great Bon Formation or Dayan Mangban's war halo, the White Braves were like dragons without a leader. Given that they also had to contend with the flight of tens of thousands of their fellow Tibetans, they had lost much of their fighting power.


"Interesting!"


Wang Chong's eyes flashed as he considered the situation, his lips curling into a smile. Breee! The White-hoofed Shadow let out a long cry, kicking up dust as it galloped up to Wang Chong. Mounting it, Wang Chong quickly charged out of the fortress.


As he left the fortress, the smiling Wang Chong quickly unleashed his war halos.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


With a metal clattering, halo after halo emerged from his body, shrouding the White-hoofed Shadow and then spreading over the fortress and his army. Boom! Earth-shaking cheers rose from outside the fortress.


"Lord Marquis, Lord Marquis has come!"


"Lord Marquis was just dealing with Dayan Mangban a while ago. With Lord Marquis here, it means that Dayan Mangban is dead! Charge! Now is the time to counterattack!"


"Don't let them escape!"


The cheers of the army shook the earth. Although none of them could see Wang Chong, they could sense the powerful energy of the halos. The three Halos of Dusk Stallion, the Bane of the Battlefield, the Bane of Generals… all the halos layered together, strengthening allies and weakening foes; one could easily imagine the state of the Tibetans. Screams and panicked shouts filled the air, and even from a distance, Wang Chong could sense the terror and dread.


Wang Chong knew that he had truly won this battle.


"Hyah!"


Wang Chong rode past the gate, past the steel walls outside the fortress. As he looked around, he could see that the northern region of the plateau was in chaos, the several thousand Wushang Cavalry divided into many small Arrow Formations and chasing down the fleeing Tibetans.


The Tibetans were in complete disarray, none of them daring to stop or resist, all of them panicked and only caring about escape. At this moment, even the clan experts in the city had joined in the pursuit.


Corpses of Tibetan cavalry were strewn across the earth, and even the massive black banner with the white eagle, Dusong Mangpoje's symbol, had been cut down, its remnants drifting in the wind.


Clang!


As he was looking around, a metal clattering came from beneath him. The milky-white Bane of the Battlefield Halo suddenly began to brighten, the halo rapidly expanding before sweeping over the battlefield like a wave.


"Congratulations to user! The Bane of the Battlefield Halo has reached the fourth level!" That familiar voice rang out in his mind. At first dazed, Wang Chong quickly broke into a smile. The Bane of the Battlefield that had been dormant for so long had finally broken into the next level, a truly pleasant surprise. After all, the conditions for leveling up the Bane of the Battlefield only grew harsher as the levels increased.



"Hyah!"


These thoughts on his mind, Wang Chong urged his horse into a charge. In the distance, he could see two figures, one black and one white, rapidly making their way toward him.


"Master! Village Chief!" Wang Chong shouted, his eyebrows raised, his face full of joy as he went up to welcome them. The greatest contributors to this battle were the Demonic Emperor Old Man and the Wushang Village Chief. If he had wanted to defeat Dusong Mangpoje without them, then he would have truly had quite the headache.


At a place not far from the last of the steel walls, Wang Chong dismounted and met up with the two elders.


"Master, Village Chief, how is it? Did you manage to catch Dusong Mangpoje?"
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"No! This young junior truly has some abilities. Old Fang and I chased him down, but he managed to use the strength of his tens of thousands of soldiers to stop us and escape without a trace," the Demonic Emperor Old Man lightly said, speaking of the matter like it was just a trifling affair.


Dusong Mangpoje was a famous Ü-Tsang Imperial Great General, known throughout the world as the Eagle of the Plateau, and one of the few peak Saint Martial experts of the world. However, in the mouth of the Demonic Emperor Old Man, he was just a 'young junior', but Wang Chong found nothing inappropriate about this form of address.


Although Dusong Mangpoje was at the peak of the Saint Martial realm, he was much younger than Wang Chong's master, and he had also not spent as much time at the peak of the Saint Martial realm, so there was nothing excessive about calling him a 'young junior'. Moreover, the Demonic Emperor Old Man had once been the supreme master of the evil path in the Central Plains, with countless experts dying at his hand. He had killed so many Saint Martial masters that almost all the sect masters of the world paled at the mention of his name.


There were very few people in the world who could sit on his level.


Even in that apocalyptic era, when Wang Chong became the Grand Marshal of the world and the most powerful War Saint in the history of the Central Plains, he still regarded the name of the Demonic Emperor Old Man as an existence hanging high above him like the noon sun.


If not even the Wang Chong of that time had the right, Dusong Mangpoje certainly had no reason to be brash.


"I also only found out today that he was an Imperial Great General of Ü-Tsang. If I knew that he would lead soldiers to invade the Great Tang, I would have never let him go," the white-haired Wushang Village Chief sighed.


"Mm?"


Wang Chong's eyebrows rose, and he finally could not hold back his question.


"Village Chief, what's the story behind all this?"


At the rear gate of the fortress, he had already noticed something strange. For an Ü-Tsang Great General to recognize the Wushang Village Chief was simply beyond belief.


The Wushang Village Chief hid nothing and told Wang Chong the story.


"So when Dusong Mangpoje was fleeing, he accidentally ended up in Wushang Village, and then for the sake of Huang Botian, Village Chief let him go?" Wang Chong asked, his brow creased.


"Aaaah, it is exactly as you say."


The Wushang Village Chief sighed and nodded, and Wang Chong felt like there was nothing more he could say as he looked at the ashamed and remorseful expression on the old man's face. Huang Botian was Wushang Village's outermost Protector, but he was also a martial maniac. Anyone who could defeat him would win his good favor, and he would regard them as his brother and comrade.


Wang Chong had known about this for some time, and he also knew that he had released a person who had intruded into Wushang Village. But Wang Chong could have never imagined that this person would be Dusong Mangpoje.


Destiny seems to preordain everything. I managed with great difficulty to entrap Dusong Mangpoje and expose his identity, but I didn't think that it would be Huang Botian that would allow him to escape.


Wang Chong could only bitterly smile. Huang Botian's love for martial arts was a part of his nature and could not be changed. There was nothing that could be done about Dusong Mangpoje exploiting this point.


"Village Chief, there's no need to worry. Dusong Mangpoje should have received a big shock this time, and in this triangular gap, he lost many soldiers and a Brigadier General in Dayan Mangban. It will be some time until he dares to come back," Wang Chong comforted.


"You're right on that point," the Demonic Emperor Old Man suddenly butted in, a proud expression on his face. "Although we allowed him to escape, Old Fang and I managed to heavily wound him. He'll need at least half a year to recover."


"Ah!"


Wang Chong was pleasantly surprised to hear this. As he had been in the Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap dealing with Dayan Mangban, he had no idea what was going on in the outside world. Wang Chong had not expected that someone of Dusong Mangpoje's strength would have been severely wounded by his master and the Wushang Village Chief. This meant that his operation had turned out even better than predicted.


"Wonderful! This means that Dusong Mangpoje will find it very difficult to appear in the northern region of the plateau for a very long time, much less threaten Qixi."


Wang Chong had an excited expression.


"Oh, Master, when Dusong Mangpoje used his secret technique to borrow the strength of his army, how did you manage to break it?"


In the war of the southwest, Wang Chong had seen Huoshu Huicang use a secret art of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple to transform into a giant golden Buddha that had been able to block the strength of his father's Mighty Miracle God with a single palm. The scene had left a very deep impression on him.


As an Ü-Tsang Great General, Dusong Mangpoje most certainly had a similar technique.


"That was no big deal. Such secret arts are very simple. He could only use the strength of the people near him. The closer they are, the more strength he can borrow, and vice versa. To break it, one only needs to kill all the people nearby," the Demonic Emperor Old Man lightly said.


"Brother Zhang is correct. This sort of secret technique truly isn't much to worry about," the Wushang Village Chief agreed.




"……"


The sight of his two elders appearing like they had performed some trifling errand left Wang Chong momentarily speechless. If the martial arts of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple were so easy to break, then the Great Snow Mountain would have never become the sacred land of Ü-Tsang, and Ü-Tsang would have never become such a serious problem.


And Dusong Mangpoje had thousands of people at his side. Not only were these people providing energy to Dusong Mangpoje, but they were also being boosted by Dusong Mangpoje's strength. Killing all of them was easier said than done, but in the mouths of these two elders, it was as simple as eating or drinking.


Rumble!


As they were talking, a massive cloud of dust stirred in the distance, and a thunderous sound alarmed all three. Wang Chong turned his head and saw that hundreds upon thousands of cavalry were charging out of the northwest.


"These seem to be Great Tang cavalry?" the Wushang Village Chief said as he narrowed his eyes. He didn't have too great an understanding of the Great Tang army, but he could at least distinguish the troops of his side from the enemy.


"It's the Qixi Protectorate army!" Wang Chong slowly said, his heart sinking. The army charging over was that hitherto spectating Qixi Protectorate army and Fumeng Lingcha.


"They've come to take the credit for this battle!"


Dayan Mangban was dead, Dusong Mangpoje was heavily injured, and the entire Tibetan army was scattered. Fumeng Lingcha and his Qixi Protectorate army had not engaged early or even late in the battle, but only showed up when everything was settled and the harvest was being reaped. Their aim was as plain as day.


"What?!"


The Demonic Emperor Old Man twisted his head and looked toward the approaching cavalry. The Qixi Protectorate army was traveling at maximum speed, Fumeng Lingcha's halo bolstering them so that they could move as fast as lightning. In the blink of an eye, the Qixi Protectorate army charged into the Tibetan army like a meteor shower.


Neigh!


It was complete chaos, and in a few moments, countless Tibetan cavalry were knocked down and trampled to death. With no formation or organization, with no Dayan Mangban or Dusong Mangpoje, the Tibetan army was a panicked and fleeing mob. Anyone could have cut them down, and Fumeng Lingcha himself was leading his soldiers.


Rumble!


The earth trembled as an explosion came from the densest concentration of soldiers. Screams filled the air and blazing light soared into the sky. Hundreds of Tibetan cavalry were tossed into the air by a vast sea of energy.


In a single strike, a large area of the battlefield was cleared. In the center of that area, Wang Chong could clearly see an extremely imposing figure, the large saber in his hand giving off a tyrannical aura that seemed ready to cleave open the heavens. Meanwhile, the blazing aura around him was dreadful to behold and immediately let one know that this was an extremely dangerous man.


On this battlefield, he was the undisputed king, a powerful hegemon. All soldiers, whether White Brave or Wushang Cavalry, were insignificant ants before him.


"Fumeng Lingcha!"


Wang Chong needed only a glance to tell who he was. Their first meeting outside the City of Steel had left an indelible memory in his mind.


This Qixi Protector-General was first like a cowering turtle, and then a murderer borrowing someone else's knife to kill. He had planned to use Dusong Mangpoje and the Tibetans to deal with Wang Chong, but upon seeing that the situation wasn't right and that Dusong Mangpoje had lost, he had marched in his army to take the credit for himself. Wang Chong didn't have a proper military post, and the five thousand Wushang Cavalry were not proper Tang cavalry. This meant that Wang Chong could really do nothing if Fumeng Lingcha wanted to take credit for this battle.


Wang Chong could even predict Fumeng Lingcha's next few steps. He was probably going to quickly submit a report to the Imperial Court claiming that this battle was all his doing.


After all, no other faction except Wang Chong's and Fumeng Lingcha's had been observing this battle, making it difficult to determine the truth. If the Imperial Court really did investigate, Fumeng Lingcha could show the evidence that he really had participated in this battle, and Wang Chong wouldn't be able to refute it.


"Bastard! The most passive in times of battle and the most proactive when stealing credit! And you would even use enemies to deal with people on your own side! Do you really think that because I'm younger and have less status than you, I can't do anything?!"


Wang Chong could not suppress the fiery light of anger in his eyes.


"Master, Village Chief, I'm going to go and meet him!"


Wang Chong suddenly mounted his horse and galloped toward Fumeng Lingcha's direction.


"Let's also go and take a look!"


Behind him, the elders glanced at each other and followed.


In the distance, the Wushang Cavalry and Qixi Protectorate army had already met, the soldiers in a stalemate. When Wang Chong arrived, all the soldiers retreated to the sides; even the soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army subconsciously lowered their heads and yielded the path to Wang Chong.


As their eyes flitted past Wang Chong, none of them could hide their shame.



                                                                        Chapter 796: An Intangible Clash with Fumeng Lingcha! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




The Qixi Protectorate army had acted very improperly in the battle. Even though they were supposed to defend Qixi, they had not carried out their duty. When they should have attacked, they hadn't, and when the battle was over, they had swooped in to take the credit. This was not how a true soldier should have acted.


Now that the actual person had appeared, they naturally felt ashamed.


The moment Wang Chong appeared, time seemed to stop, everything going still. All eyes focused on Wang Chong, and even that divine and despotic figure in the center suddenly stopped, one hand gripping his saber, his eyes shining with bright light as he stood unmoving.


That severe and tyrannical gaze coldly and emotionlessly stared at Wang Chong.


"Wang Chong, you have done well in assisting the Qixi Protectorate army in attacking Ü-Tsang. I will definitely report your achievements to the Imperial Court!"


Fumeng Lingcha got ahead of Wang Chong, immediately speaking in a bold and righteous tone. If someone had arrived at this moment, this attitude would have convinced them that it was Fumeng Lingcha and his Qixi army that had fought a fierce battle with the Tibetans, not Wang Chong and the Wushang Cavalry.


"For Lord Protector-General's enormous achievements, Wang Chong might send Milord a gift as well. A few days ago, Wang Chong was gifted a divine turtle from the Western Regions. Wang Chong will gift it to Milord."


Wang Chong looked down from the White-hoofed Shadow, his eyes full of derision.


"Impudent!"


Wang Chong's words immediately triggered a storm of rebuke. Turtles could stretch out and retract into their shells, and Wang Chong was clearly accusing Fumeng Lingcha and the Qixi Protectorate army of acting like a turtle, only reaching out of their shells when the danger had passed.


Fumeng Lingcha said nothing, but his eyes were spitting flame. Wang Chong was of far lower status, and for him to so coldly ridicule him like this was impudent to the extreme.


"Wang Chong…"


Fumeng Lingcha's expression chilled, but just as he began to speak, his eyes suddenly flitted past Wang Chong and onto the two figures walking up from behind him. His pupils constricted as if he had been poked, and all his anger dissipated, replaced by an indescribable sense of danger that started at his feet and spread to his entire body.


Fumeng Lingcha's entire body went tight, and he felt like there was a knife at his back.


It's them!


Fumeng Lingcha immediately recognized this pair. When Dusong Mangpoje entered the steel fortress, Fumeng Lingcha had sensed the sudden emergence of two powerful and terrifying auras. Even from such a long distance, he had been able to tell how dangerous and frightening they were.


It was precisely because he had sensed them that Fumeng Lingcha realized that the situation had changed and immediately ordered his Qixi Protectorate army to enter the battle.


I didn't think that this brat would have such formidable figures at his side. Just how many more secrets does he have?


A deep apprehension appeared in Fumeng Lingcha's eyes as those two figures ambled over.


Hmph, there's always a higher mountain, Wang Chong inwardly sneered. This fellow Fumeng Lingcha sees a gap and tries to stick in a needle. He only knows how to bully the weak. It seems like there are times where I have to show off a little power.


His perceptive gaze had instantly noticed the changes in Fumeng Lingcha's complexion. It had truly been the wise course of action to invite his master and the Wushang Village Chief for this operation, as it now seemed like Fumeng Lingcha was finally acting a bit more cautious.


"Wang Chong, what is the meaning of this! Do you really think that you can act impudently in front of me after inviting a few formidable individuals over? Let me tell you, in Qixi, only Fumeng Lingcha's words matter! Wang Chong, do you dare rebel in front of me?" Fumeng Lingcha icily said.


"Twenty years ago, if a puny foreigner dared to speak like this in front of me, I would have killed them with a single blow of my saber!"


The Demonic Emperor Old Man's icy voice came from behind Wang Chong. His gaze was filled with contempt, his manner threatening. Even when facing a Great General like Fumeng Lingcha, he made no effort to hide his power.


The Demonic Emperor Old Man was a supreme figure of the martial arts world who had stirred countless storms of blood and killed countless supreme experts. Many people trembled in fear at the slightest mention of his name. A Saint Martial realm Fumeng Lingcha was nothing in his eyes.


"Impudent!"


Fumeng Lingcha was fuming, and even at his most patient, he would have never accepted such words.


"Disciple! Do you need me to kill him? Just nod, and Martial Uncle Fang and I will go and kill him right now! That Dusong Mangpoje was able to run rather fast and we weren't able to kill him, but this foreigner is nothing at all! I can kill him with a snap of my fingers."


The Demonic Emperor Old Man spoke, his eyes as sharp as swords as they settled on Fumeng Lingcha's neck, his killing intent exposed for everyone to see. In his eyes, Fumeng Lingcha was not some Imperial Great General who could awe the world, not the mighty Qixi Protector-General, but a chicken or duck.


Next to him, the Wushang Village Chief didn't nod, but he didn't shake his head either.


He had seen the efforts Wang Chong had made to deal with Ü-Tsang, and he had also seen that while Fumeng Lingcha and the Qixi Protectorate army had not appeared when they were needed, they did appear after the battle to take the credit. It was truly too shameless.


"Bastard! I can't believe my ears!"


Fumeng Lingcha's face was red and his body was trembling. For the mighty Qixi Protector-General, an Imperial Great General, to be so publicly humiliated in front of his soldiers was a blatant disregard for his status.


Fumeng Lingcha's eyes were awash with killing intent, and his fingers instantly began to tighten their grip on his saber.


But then a gaze even colder than Fumeng Lingcha's locked onto him, and he instantly suppressed his anger in fear.


Fumeng Lingcha had fought against Dusong Mangpoje more than once, and he knew that their strengths were on a similar level. If even Dusong Mangpoje had to flee this pair like he had encountered some vile god, then Fumeng Lingcha was well aware that he was no match for them.


"Wang Chong, are you planning to attack me?"


Fumeng Lingcha pushed down his anger and looked up at the mounted Wang Chong.


"Haha, Lord Protector-General, where did this idea come from? This was just a joke. If Lord Protector-General wishes to take credit for this matter, I have nothing to say. But there is one word of advice that I have for Lord Protector-General. Some things are too hot to handle. Lord Protector-General should think carefully before grabbing them!"


With these words, Wang Chong turned his horse around, riding back to the distant steel fortress.


"Master! Let's go!"


After exchanging a few words with Fumeng Lingcha, the party quickly left.


It's still not time to move against him! Wang Chong told himself.He still has his status as Qixi Protector-General, after all. However, I really have to think of a way to get him away from Qixi!


……


The battle was quickly brought to an end, with the Tibetans utterly crushed. All of them had fled like ants in every direction, presenting somewhat of a challenge for the pursuers.


Wang Chong didn't have many soldiers in the first place, and further scattering them would be extremely dangerous if another army appeared.


"Pass on my order! All soldiers, retreat! Cease the pursuit!"


Wang Chong quickly gave the order, and the Wushang Cavalry quickly gathered together.


But the Qixi Protectorate army remained mobilized.


"Lord Marquis, this is absurd! The people of the Qixi Protectorate have no shame! We fought with our lives on the line, and they just sat back and took the credit for free!"


"That's right! The Qixi Protectorate army's camps were just nearby, and yet they refused to come out. Just this alone is enough for Lord Marquis to rebuke them."


"It's too excessive! Are they treating us like we don't exist?"


Behind the steel walls, the soldiers had gathered together and were currently aiming angry looks at the distant Qixi Protectorate army.


The Qixi Protectorate soldiers had acted like they didn't exist, boldly and confidently snatching the credit for themselves. Some of the Qixi soldiers had even run their horses in front to block their path, even going so far as to intentionally ram the horses into each other. Their methods were truly lowly and despicable.


Dogs could bite humans, but humans couldn't bite dogs. The several thousand Wushang Cavalry could hack away as they pleased at the Tibetans without blinking an eye, but they could do nothing against other Great Tang soldiers.


"Haha, it's just a minor itch. Don't worry about it; let them take it! Fumeng Lingcha might treat this as some incredible feat, but for us, this is only a minor accomplishment made to set the foundation. In comparison to our feats in the future, this battle isn't even worth mentioning." Wang Chong waved his hand unconcernedly. "Besides, it's not as easy as Fumeng Lingcha thinks to steal credit!"


"Reporting! Lord Marquis, the soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army are pushing their way into the fortress."


A scout suddenly rode in, leaving a trail of dust behind him as he rushed to the gathered officers.


Buzz!


These words instantly grabbed everyone's attention.


"Lord Marquis, the fortress only has craftsmen and no Tibetans. What are they up to?"


"These bastards, are they after our steel fortress? We built it and they steal it? That's simply too shameless!"


"They would dare!"


Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, Xu Keyi, and the other officers looked to Wang Chong. With the Tibetans retreating, the fortress on the triangular gap now had incredible strategic significance.


Given Fumeng Lingcha's conduct, if one allowed him to take an inch by allowing him to rush in at the end of the battle to claim the credit for himself, then he would take a foot and snatch that steel fortress that they had paid such an enormous price to build.


"Lord Marquis, would they really do this?" Xu Keyi worriedly asked Wang Chong.


"Certainly not!"


Wang Chong was rather calm, immediately casting aside the worries of his officers.


"Fumeng Lingcha definitely thought about taking this fortress. After all, this fort could be a base for the Qixi Protectorate army and make their operations much easier. However, the most he would ever do is think about it. He would never actually realize his thoughts. A mighty Great General could never be so senile."


"Ah?!"


The officers glanced at each other, stunned by this judgment.
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"Haha, as of now, only we can build these steel fortresses, with the city in Wushang being the greatest proof. These modular cities have our distinctive brand, and Fumeng Lingcha would never be such a fool that he would try and take them. Even if he had a mind to, not a single one of the many ministers in the court would believe that Fumeng Lingcha and his Qixi Protectorate army had constructed this fortress."


Wang Chong smiled as he looked at the confused expressions on the faces of his subordinates.


"Moreover, the fortress was damaged after the battle. Without our help, Fumeng Lingcha would never be able to repair it. In addition, only we understand how to operate the many mechanisms of the fortress and understand what sort of maintenance needs to be done. Fumeng Lingcha is a smart man. Even if he wants to snatch it from us, it wouldn't be now. By sending people into the fortress right now, Fumeng Lingcha probably has other plans… Speak—what's going on?"


These last words were aimed at the scout who had given the report.


The scout didn't dare to be slow, quickly explaining the situation. It turned out that when Wang Chong was gathering the army, around twenty people from the Qixi Protectorate army had snuck their way. The movements of these people were rather strange. They did nothing except look around as if searching for something.


The strangest thing of all was that these weren't ordinary scouts. Although they had removed their emblematic armor, experienced scouts could tell at a glance that these were army officers.


"Very well, you're dismissed. As for the Qixi Protectorate army officers in the fortress… Cheng Sanyuan, bring some soldiers with you and drive them out. Although I'm not a person who would quibble over every small thing, the Qixi Protectorate army is acting far too arrogantly here," Wang Chong said.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Cheng Sanyuan quickly gathered forty-some Wushang Cavalry and went to carry out the order. The teamwork of the Wushang and the power of their formations meant that if these Qixi soldiers still refused to leave, they would only be looking for trouble.


There was a trotting of hooves and a whispered voice at Wang Chong's ear. "Lord Marquis, Fumeng Lingcha's people couldn't be looking for Dayan Mangban's corpse, could they…?" Li Siye, riding his Ferghana steed, stood like a guardian god at Wang Chong's side. As he watched Cheng Sanyuan's group leave, a hint of doubt flashed in his eyes.




"Mm."


Wang Chong didn't turn his head, only giving a subtle nod, his expression turning serious.


"Fumeng Lingcha probably didn't know at the start, but he should have captured a few Tibetans by now and realized what happened to Dayan Mangban. On the battlefield, there are far too many eyes and mouths. When I was dealing with Dayan Mangban, probably no small number of Tibetans who had charged witnessed him being captured by Elder Fang and Elder Du… There's nothing that can be done about that."


"But as long as Fumeng Lingcha can't get his hands on Dayan Mangban's corpse, he'll find it very difficult to snatch the credit for this hard-fought battle from Lord Marquis," Li Siye whispered as he trotted his horse another few steps forward.


"Haha, this is why I was never afraid that Fumeng Lingcha would take the credit for these deeds. There are some things that you can't take credit for just because you want to. Dayan Mangban arose from the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple, was a Tibetan Brigadier General, the Asura War God of Ü-Tsang, and he had quite the accomplished record in the Western Regions. As long as we have Dayan Mangban's body, Fumeng Lingcha will find it very difficult to claim the credit for this battle."


Wang Chong broke into a grin. It wasn't that he was an incredibly tolerant and open-minded person that could allow Fumeng Lingcha to take any credit he pleased, but that Fumeng Lingcha had never been able to take the credit away in the first place.


Dayan Mangban was one of the commanders of the Tibetan side of this battle. Presumably, when Fumeng Lingcha saw Wang Chong come out empty-handed, he thought that Dayan Mangban had escaped. After all, if a Brigadier General put all their mind into escaping, their chances were rather high.


However, Wang Chong had stepped onto the plateau already ready to deal with Dayan Mangban, so how could he have allowed him to escape?


"Let's go! If all goes as expected, Fumeng Lingcha should be paying us a visit very soon."


Wang Chong gave the order, and shortly afterward, all the Wushang Cavalry entered the fortress. Not long after Wang Chong entered, the ten-some Qixi officers who had infiltrated the fortress were driven out.


"What are you doing! We're from the Qixi Protectorate army!"


"Do you really think this is your territory! You dare touch us! This is rebellion!"


"Arrogant! Release me!"


All the people from the Qixi Protectorate army had their arms tied around their backs and were being pushed out of the city. Although they were being forced to walk forward, they continued to curse, their words growing more and more profane.


"We're still at war with Ü-Tsang. Tell them that if they don't just shut their mouths, we'll handle them like they were deserters. As a marquis of the Imperial Court, it shouldn't be a problem for me to deal with a few deserters for Protector-General Fumeng Lingcha," Wang Chong indifferently said as he looked down from the wall at the expelled Qixi officers. This message was quickly passed on, and those officers immediately fell quiet, their entire bodies trembling and their lips tightly pursed in fear.


"Lord Marquis, Fumeng Lingcha is coming over," Cheng Sanyuan warned.


A burst of wind blew over the walls as Wang Chong turned to look. In the distance, a stalwart man wielding a large saber more than seven feet long was riding a mighty steed toward the steel fortress, his appearance like a god descended to the mortal realm.


"Hmph, have the gate closed."


Wang Chong waved his right hand and coldly laughed.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


A messenger went to pass on the order, and quickly, gears began to grind as the two large gates of the miniature city of steel on the triangular gap slowly closed.


With a massive boom, Fumeng Lingcha was shut out from the fortress. His eyes widening, he brought his horse to a stop.


"This bastard!"


Fumeng Lingcha immediately noticed Wang Chong on the wall, and anger began to pool in the depths of his eyes.


"Milord! This brat is challenging us," a deputy said indignantly.


All of Qixi was under the beck and call of the Qixi Protectorate headquarters, and as Qixi Protector-General, Fumeng Lingcha was the undisputed commander of the region. For Wang Chong to close the gate in front of him was an absolute affront to his dignity.


"….He's getting more and more impetuous! Milord, we have to give him a lesson, or else his arrogance will reach the heavens!"


Before the deputy could say any more, Fumeng Lingcha extended a right hand to stop him.


"Speak no further. I understand how to proceed."


Fumeng Lingcha stared at Wang Chong, his eyes shifting and mercurial. Meanwhile, on the wall, Wang Chong showed no signs of backing down.


I'll let you enjoy this for now, but you'll fall into my hands eventually!


Fumeng Lingcha gave Wang Chong a profound glance, but in the end, the thought of those two supreme experts backing Wang Chong gave him pause.


"Let's go!"


Fumeng Lingcha quickly turned his horse around and left, and with his departure, the entirety of the Qixi Protectorate army charged off.


Night descended, and with all three factions withdrawing, this battle on the steppe finally concluded.


But even though the battle was over, its effects were just beginning to spread. Dayan Mangban and Dusong Mangpoje had not been ordinary experts. Both of them were extremely influential figures in the Western Regions, each with their own impressive reputation.


The fact that an army of tens of thousands of Tibetan cavalry led by Dusong Mangpoje and Dayan Mangban had actually been defeated at the triangular gap, had almost been wiped out, was enough to make the entire Western Regions quake.


The deaths of the five thousand White Braves had the largest effect. In the past, the White Braves had wreaked havoc in every direction, destroying many cities and small kingdoms. They were devilish existences that made many of these city-states tremble in fear.


But these powerful White Braves had died together with the ordinary Tibetan cavalry at the triangular gap. There was no news more shocking than this to these small kingdoms. Indeed, it was like heavenly music to their ears.


"How could this be! We've all seen the power of the White Braves! How could they be completely wiped out?!"


In the northwest corner of the Ü-Tsang Empire, south of the Cong Mountains, the border closest to the Anxi Protectorate, this matter was an unprecedented shock to the kingdoms of Greater and Lesser Balur.


"Quickly, investigate! I must know who exterminated the White Braves! These people are the saviors of our Lesser Balur. No matter what, I must thank them."


In the royal hall of Lesser Balur, the red-bearded King of Lesser Balur had been holding a feast when he heard the news. He was so excited that he dropped his gilded wine cup of colored glass onto the floor, where it shattered into pieces.


But in its neighbor of Greater Balur, this news elicited the exact opposite reaction.


"Impossible! No one can exterminate the White Braves! We all know how powerful they are. They couldn't possibly be defeated, much less wiped out. This must be fake news meant to harm our Greater Balur. Pass down my decree. Anyone who dares to discuss such gossip is to be executed!"


The King of Greater Balur had an ashen expression. His thunderous bellows echoed throughout the kingdom.


And in the other kingdoms of the Western Regions—Further Beilu, Kokand, Kanjut, Kangju, Dayuan1, and others—this news also sent massive shocks running through them!



______________
1. Further Beilu was a city-state in what is now Xinjiang, though its existence is only noted in the Han records of the Western Regions. Kokand is a city in the Ferghana Valley. Kanjut, also known as Hunza, is an area that straddles the border between present-day Pakistan and China. Kangju is another name for the Kang Kingdom of Sogdiana. Dayuan, as previously noted, was a kingdom of the Ferghana Valley which famously warred with the Han Dynasty over the Ferghana horses.↩
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In the Western Regions, there were two massive forces. One was the Western Turkic Khaganate, and the other was Ü-Tsang. For a very long time, the Western Turkic Khaganate had been flourishing, exerting a powerful influence on the kingdoms of the Western Regions.


This was not the case for the Ü-Tsang Empire, but even if it did not have a long history of dominance over the Western Regions, its influence was still only second to the Turks.


At times, even the brave horsemen of the Western Turkic Khaganate would retreat when running into the cavalry of the Ü-Tsang Empire, regarding them with extreme vigilance.


Now that this sort of battle had taken place on the plateau, involving two Imperial Great Generals and resulting in the deaths of tens of thousands of elite Tibetan cavalry, if this could not attract the notice of the kingdoms of the Western Regions, then nothing could.


Flapflap!


Countless messenger birds flew to and fro over the Western Regions, as if this news about the battle was sprouting wings and swiftly spreading to every corner.


The Anxi Protectorate headquarters also received this news. Gao Xianzhi, holding the letter, creased his brow in silent thought.


The border between Ü-Tsang and the Great Tang was extremely long, and so it was not only Qixi that suffered from Tibetan raids and invasions. The Anxi Protectorate was similarly afflicted.


But whenever Ü-Tsang attacked the Anxi Protectorate, Gao Xianzhi would always throw them back.


Gao Xianzhi didn't have many soldiers, but they were the cream of the crop, each of them able to fight against one hundred. In addition, the Anxi Protectorate army was extremely well-equipped, armed with large ballistae with frightening killing potential. Thus, the Tibetans had always been wary about attacking him.


Moreover, with Gao Xianzhi's current reputation in the Western Regions, many kingdoms would answer his call to arms. Other than the Great Tang's Anxi Protectorate army, Gao Xianzhi could also mobilize the soldiers belonging to the kingdoms of the Western Regions, and even the Tibetans had to think twice before testing that edge.


Despite all this, Gao Xianzhi had never looked down on the Tibetan cavalry, especially when they were being led by an Imperial Great General.


"Changqing, what do you think? Dusong Mangpoje isn't a weakling, and someone of Fumeng Lingcha's abilities wouldn't be able to deal him such a severe defeat alone. There's something fishy about this matter."


As Gao Xianzhi spoke, he handed the letter to Feng Changqing.


Feng Changqing said nothing, and after glancing at the letter, he lowered his head and began to think.


"Only Great Generals can deal with Great Generals, and for the Ü-Tsang Empire's losses to be so severe, Dusong Mangpoje must have been forced to flee in utter defeat." Feng Changqing raised his head and began to speak, his eyes clear and wise. "For something like this to happen, the opposing side had to have at least two Imperial Great Generals, and extremely formidable ones. Fumeng Lingcha's situation clearly does not satisfy these requirements."


"But do the Western Regions have this many Great Generals in the first place? Or did Geshu Han and An Sishun also come over?" Gao Xianzhi said.


"Haha, if it were Milord, perhaps they would have come, but they would never do so for Fumeng Lingcha. He's always had a most irascible temperament, and he enjoys flaunting his age and seniority. Those two would never be able to stand such treatment. Moreover, they have to guard their own territory. They are Great Generals, and if they abandon their duties, they will be severely punished."


Feng Changqing smiled as he spoke.


"But if it wasn't them, who could it be? When did the Western Regions have so many experts?" Gao Xianzhi sternly said.


These words instantly caused Feng Changqing's smile to vanish, and he could sense the gravity of the matter.


Imperial Great Generals were incredibly important. They represented the most powerful fighting force in the world, and few could reach that level. Moreover, if it wasn't Geshu Han or An Sishun, it meant that there were unknown experts of the Imperial Great General level in the Western Regions.


No! They might even be stronger than Great Generals.


"Milord, Dusong Mangpoje lost in the triangular gap on the northern edge of the plateau. If I remember correctly, that area leads to the City of Steel constructed in Wushang by that youngest son of the Wang Clan," Feng Changqing pensively said. "In addition, our scouts sent back news that a small-scale city of steel has been built on that triangular gap, and the youngest son of the Wang Clan is currently there. It's impossible to deny that this matter is connected to him."


Right now, the news that Fumeng Lingcha had defeated Dusong Mangpoje on the northern edge of the plateau was being spread throughout the Western Regions, but Feng Changqing felt that there was something off about this matter, that the situation wasn't as simple as what was being told to the outside world.


"Your meaning is that those two hidden Imperial Great Generals were invited by that boy?" Gao Xianzhi said with a frown.


He had always placed extraordinary trust in Feng Changqing's judgment. Although his subordinate was extremely ugly, he possessed a unique insight and a clear train of thought. He would often realize things that others often missed.


This point had been proved countless times.


But Gao Xianzhi still found it difficult to believe Feng Changqing's conclusion that this matter was related to that scion of the Wang Clan. It wasn't that he didn't trust in Feng Changqing, but that this matter would be far too shocking.


An Imperial Great General was an incredibly important individual, and someone who could defeat an Imperial Great General even more so. Not even if one scoured the entire Wang Clan would one find such an individual, much less two.


"Haha, Milord shouldn't be anxious. Fumeng Lingcha definitely doesn't have the strength to beat Dusong Mangpoje so badly. Anyone with eyes can see that there's something strange going on. If Fumeng Lingcha isn't hiding some sort of secret power, then it must be related to that Wang Chong. But whatever the case is, I feel that this matter is far from over. This news will definitely stir another wave, in a few days if it's fast, half a month if it's slow."


Feng Changqing paused for a moment, then he smiled.


"If Fumeng Lingcha has some hidden trick, then it's fine. We'll eventually dig up whatever he's hiding. But if it's that Wang Chong… If I remember correctly, he sent Milord a letter not too long ago. Milord's pursuits will end up intersecting with his more frequently in the future. After all, his fief is in the Western Regions. Has Milord ever considered how to interact with him?


"In addition, if this Wang Chong really does have such prodigious abilities that he can even defeat Dusong Mangpoje, then perhaps we should reconsider the advice he sent to us in his letter."


With these final words, Feng Changqing turned his head to look at his commander.


Around half a month ago, Wang Chong had sent a letter concerning the Shi Kingdom. At the time, Gao Xianzhi and Feng Changqing had basically dismissed the warning with a laugh. After all, a teenager telling a veteran Imperial Great General, the Anxi Protector-General, what to do was simply ludicrous.


But if Wang Chong was so capable that he could salvage the southwest, defeating Huoshu Huicang, Dalun Ruozan, and Duan Gequan, and then go to Qixi and rely on his own strength to defeat Dusong Mangpoje's tens of thousands of cavalry, and could even invite two experts above the Great General level, then his opinion held a completely different weight.


His age was no longer important. For a person of his abilities, every word he spoke was worth serious consideration.


"I still need to carefully consider this matter…" Gao Xianzhi said with a frown.


"Haha, is Milord considering whether to have a face-to-face meeting with him?"


Feng Changqing gave a faint smile and added, "…Wouldn't this clear everything up?"


Major officials of the border, Protector-Generals of the empire, could not lightly leave their garrisons. Moreover, Gao Xianzhi and Wang Chong still had grudges from the Regional Commanders incident. In the past, Gao Xianzhi would have immediately denied this idea, even teased and ridiculed Feng Changqing a little. But this time, Gao Xianzhi did not shake his head and deny it.


"Milord…"


Feng Changqing couldn't hide the surprise in his eyes. He had just been joking, but the look on Gao Xianzhi's face told him that this was actually a course of action under serious consideration.


The hall was momentarily silent, neither of the pair saying a word.


……


Putting aside the Western Regions for now, at this very moment, the main hall of the Qixi Protectorate headquarters was brightly lit.


"What have you found?"


A thunderous voice echoed through the hall, suffused with great solemnity. Fumeng Lingcha's muscular figure was like a lion, pacing back and forth within the hall, his hands held behind his back, the fire of the torches casting his long shadow against the ground.


The shadow was constantly flickering, reflecting its owner's emotions. The battle at the triangular gap had concluded, and though the matters of the daytime had concluded, Fumeng Lingcha found himself facing an even more important choice.


"Yes, Milord." A Qixi Protectorate officer wearing a full suit of armor, a long and thin sword hanging from his waist, deferentially kneeled on the floor and reported, "We've already searched the plateau but were unable to find Dayan Mangban's body. In addition, we interrogated the captured Tibetans and even found someone proficient in Tibetan to speak with them. They all said that they noticed Dayan Mangban charging into the city, but after that, the army collapsed and the situation becomes unclear. We've also sent people to the plateau to inquire on any news, but the plateau is vast, and the Tibetans do not like speaking with outsiders, so gathering any news will take many days. Finally, the northern region of Ü-Tsang is currently in complete chaos. All the herdsmen have retreated several hundred li in fear, and some of them have even withdrawn all the way to the royal capital, making information even more difficult to gather."


"How could it be like this!"


Fumeng Lingcha continued to pace around the hall, his brow deeply furrowed. Dayan Mangban was the Asura War God of Ü-Tsang, an Imperial Brigadier General, and one of the commanders of this operation, and yet it was impossible to determine whether he was dead or alive. Even more strange was that though Fumeng Lingcha had sent people into that steel fortress, they had failed to find his body.


Fumeng Lingcha currently couldn't determine whether he was alive or dead.


I was too careless! If I knew this was going to happen, I would have never withdrawn so far!


Fumeng Lingcha clenched his fists and mentally cursed.
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Dusong Mangpoje and Dayan Mangban were at a level where if they wanted to escape, they could move with incredible speeds. Even though Fumeng Lingcha was an Imperial Great General, he still wouldn't be able to catch them. This was also why Fumeng Lingcha was still so confused and unable to determine whether Dayan Mangban was dead or alive.


"Milord, should I still submit a report of your exploits to the Imperial Court?" a Hu deputy with hawkish eyes said. "It would be fine if Dayan Mangban was still alive, but if he died in battle and we can't find his corpse, it will be a significant problem for us in the future. But if we delay the report for too long, even just a few days, this unusual situation on the border will definitely attract the Imperial Court's notice. If they send troops to Qixi to inspect the battlefield, we'll have an even bigger problem on our hands. After all, the military has made it a rule that once a battle is concluded, a report on the exploits and contributions of the soldiers should be noted on the same day. In addition, if there are any particularly significant contributions, the report should be immediately sent to the Imperial Court. A defiance of these rules will attract a great deal of suspicion."


From the moment the battle had ended in the daytime, the protectorate's forces had been seeking any news on Dayan Mangban, and now night had fallen, yet no report had been submitted. This was incredibly dangerous.


"Report it!"


Fumeng Lingcha clenched his fists, an intimidating light in his eyes as he finally made his decision.


"Just draft a memorial telling the court about the battle at the triangular gap. There's no need to worry about Dayan Mangban for now. In the future, if the Imperial Court really does begin to investigate, there will be no doubting the fact that our Qixi Protectorate army had a large-scale mobilization and defeated Dusong Mangpoje, killing tens of thousands of Tibetans. This is an absolute truth, and not even the Imperial Court will be able to find anything strange about it. I'd just like to see what sort of problem would come up, and just what sort of person would dare to oppose me."


In his many years in Qixi, rushing east and west to fend off Ü-Tsang and the Western Turkic Khaganate, Fumeng Lingcha was constantly plagued by troubles, and it had been many years since he had been able to perform any exploits on the battlefield. The recent death of Pulan He had even caused him to suffer the questioning of the imperial censors.


The battle at the triangular gap and the defeat of Dusong Mangpoje were far too important to Fumeng Lingcha, and the deaths of the five thousand White Braves even more so. Fumeng Lingcha had spent far too many years in the barren lands of Qixi, so long that he had forgotten that he had once been the Anxi Protector-General, the 'Logistics Commander' who had been able to smoothly transport rations, good, and soldiers.


What had truly awakened Fumeng Lingcha from his stupor was that Zhangchou Jianqiong, after almost twenty years of stewardship in the southwest, had successfully entered the capital and become Minister of War. This news was like a sudden rap to the head. Zhangchou Jianqiong's situation had been very similar to his. Both had spent many years on the border, but neither had much to show for it.


But Zhangchou Jianqiong had still succeeded in becoming Minister of War. If Zhangchou Jianqiong could do it, why couldn't he?


On that day, the long-extinguished flames of ambition began to burn within Fumeng Lingcha once more.


The battle at the triangular gap was a rare opportunity that he could never let go.


The messenger quickly left the hall, the clerk quickly drafted the memorial, and finally, a messenger bird soared into the air, flying toward the capital.


……


"Lord Marquis possesses divine foresight. The Qixi Protectorate was brightly lit until the third quarter of the Zi Period, upon which a messenger bird flew off in the direction of the capital."


Not long after Fumeng Lingcha made his decision, a scout quickly rushed away from the Qixi Protectorate headquarters and into Wang Chong's residence. After the battle at the triangular gap, Wang Chong had dispatched soldiers to keep an eye on the Qixi Protectorate. Just like how Fumeng Lingcha had sent people to keep a close eye on Wang Chong, Wang Chong had sent people to carefully observe Fumeng Lingcha's movements.


"Lord Marquis, as expected, Fumeng Lingcha couldn't restrain himself."


A chorus of laughter echoed through the room. Upon hearing the scout's report, Xu Keyi turned to look at Wang Chong, an unsurprised look on his face. The City of Steel had been just as brightly lit as the Qixi Protectorate. Li Siye, Su Shixuan, Cheng Sanyuan, and all the other officers under Wang Chong's command had gathered to silently wait for movement from the Qixi Protectorate.


"I understand. You're dismissed."


Wang Chong lightly waved his hand to have the scout withdraw.


"Lord Marquis! Fumeng Lingcha has already moved. Should we move as well and send Dayan Mangban's head to the Imperial Court to give him a surprise?" Cheng Sanyuan inquired.


Dayan Mangban's corpse had already been packed in a chest and secretly transported back. This was a crucial piece of evidence, and as long as it was turned over to the Imperial Court, it would definitely give Fumeng Lingcha a big 'surprise'.


"There's no need."


Wang Chong grinned and waved his hand to reject Cheng Sanyuan's suggestion.


"Fumeng Lingcha is a crafty fellow. Whether it's when he let Dayan Mangban through his defenses or stole the credit from us on the plateau, he always has the proper excuses. Even if we report this matter to the Imperial Court, he would only be charged with giving a false report and taking credit for himself. This isn't enough to deal him a lethal blow. On the other hand, once this matter is exposed, Fumeng Lingcha will feel humiliated and then his humiliation will turn into rage. He'll throw everything aside and crazily try to get revenge. In the end, we would just end up overshooting and bring more trouble to ourselves."


"Ah!"


The officers all glanced at each other, momentarily speechless.


"Lord Marquis means that we should be patient for now," Li Siye suddenly said. "But if we do so, then Fumeng Lingcha might become even more insatiable, which is certainly not a good result for us."


"That's right!"


"General Li's words are reasonable."


The officers all voiced their agreement.


Fumeng Lingcha had too high of a status, and between moving against him and not, both choices were wrong. Moreover, that he dared to so brazenly snatch the credit for the victory in front of them showed that he had no scruples. There was no telling what he would do next.


"Haha, Fumeng Lingcha will have to be dealt with, but not through some minor itch like a lack of evidence for his reports to the court. Everyone, relax. I have everything planned out. If everything goes as expected, Fumeng Lingcha will be completely removed from his place as Qixi Protector-General in less than a month," Wang Chong indifferently said.


These understated words were like explosions at the ears of these officers. All of them trembled, their eyes widening as they turned to Wang Chong in shock. Protector-Generals and Great Generals were not ordinary individuals, and it was definitely not an easy task to shift these people from their positions.


That Wang Chong could so simply determine the fate of an Imperial Great General was a massive shock to these officers. Anyone who heard him would find these words difficult to believe, but deep within their hearts, these officers believed that Wang Chong really could pull it off.


Wang Chong had already done far too many miraculous things. When everyone else was claiming that it was impossible, Wang Chong was singlehandedly making it into reality.


Wang Chong only smiled at these stares, giving no further explanation.


Fumeng Lingcha's presence in Qixi was now of dubious worth. He showed little initiative and was liable to hinder Wang Chong in many aspects. His desire for material gain meant that he would rarely put the interests of the Great Tang first, and in the future Battle of Talas, he was certain to be a massive obstacle.


For the sake of the Great Tang, the soldiers of the Anxi Protectorate army, and the soldiers of Qixi, Wang Chong had to remove him from the position of Qixi Protector-General. But he said none of this to his subordinates.


"Zhang Que, how is the matter that I asked you about?"


Wang Chong turned to the corner of the hall, where Zhang Que had been lurking in the shadows. On his shoulder was that small but fierce rock eagle, its eyes exuding a searing light. Wang Chong's words quickly made Zhang Que the focus of attention.


"Replying to Lord Marquis: everything is ready. We are following the target according to Lord Marquis's orders."


Zhang Que walked out of the gloom, pressing his right hand against his chest as he bowed.


The officers looked at each other, confused as to what Wang Chong and Zhang Que were talking about. This youth from the capital had studied under Old Eagle for seven or eight years and had arrived with a tender and immature face. But after the baptism of two battles, Zhang Que was now much more mature and steady, his childish face appearing a little more weathered, a little more reliable.


"Mm. Remember to not expose yourselves. Do everything according to my orders," Wang Chong indifferently said.


"This subordinate understands."


Zhang Que bowed again and quickly left, vanishing into the darkness.


The Tibetans won't be able to threaten Qixi for a short time, so I should begin on the other matter.


Wang Chong looked forward, his mind abuzz with countless thoughts.


The matter of the triangular gap coupled with that one future incident would decide Fumeng Lingcha's fate, probably toppling him from his position. He just simply needed to wait a little longer. In comparison, this other matter was far more urgent.


"Xu Keyi, I have a silk bag here. I've written down all the orders and put them within. Just do as they say and finish this matter as quickly as possible."


As Wang Chong spoke, he thrust his right hand into his sleeve and removed a green silk bag.


"Yes! Lord Marquis!"


Xu Keyi took the bag and immediately left. After the southwest, Zhangzhung, and the triangular gap, the officers had branded the image of the farsighted and invincible Wang Chong deep into their minds.


No matter what Wang Chong said or what order he gave, they would immediately obey and carry it out to the utmost.
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Around seven or eight hundred kilometers to the southwest of Wushang were mountains, a land of lush forests and precipitous cliffs. There were no roads here, yet starting from two months ago, more than one hundred people had traversed the area, cutting down thorns and brambles as they ventured deep into the mountains.


No one knew what they were up to, only that they had spent more than a month opening up a path through the mountains. And then they had begun to dig as if searching for something.


"Everyone, work hard! Lord Marquis has decreed that if we can find that lu ore, everyone will be richly rewarded! From that moment onward, all of you will be able to drink and eat as you please! This is a rare opportunity that might not even come up once in a thousand years!


"Don't be discouraged, don't be dejected! If Lord Marquis says it's here, then it must be here!


"Those of you who participated in the war of the southwest know that Lord Marquis has always been a god-like figure. He has never lied. If everyone works well, Lord Marquis definitely won't let you down!"


A thirty-some-year-old supervisor was standing on a large rock, his booming voice ringing through the mountains as he exhorted the workers.


"Milord!"


As the digging continued, a panicked voice came from outside. A bare-chested man of some thirty years ran toward the supervisor, almost tripping over himself in his haste.


"There are lots of people outside. You need to go and take a look."


"What?!"


The astonished supervisor quickly jumped down from the rock.


"Just what nonsense are you babbling? There's no one but us in this place."


"Milord, I'm not lying. Go and see for yourself."


The bare-chested man had a panicked expression. Meanwhile, their conversation had quickly attracted the attention of all the other workers. A few moments later, there was a thunderous rumbling and a cloud of dust as horsemen began to ride up the road these workers had opened up.


The supervisor felt suffocated as he looked at the massive cloud of dust. From the rumbling of the hooves and the size of the dust cloud, there were at least one thousand people in this group of outsiders.


Just who are these people? There's no one else in these mountains but us. Could it be some nearby group of bandits?


This was the first idea that came to the alarmed supervisor.


Bandits and brigands were the tyrants of the Silk Road to the west, and if someone had appeared here, there was an eighty to ninety percent chance that they were bandits from a nearby mountain.


Could it be that we made too much of a stir and attracted these bandits?


The supervisor's mind was overcome with his worries.


"Lei Peng?"


At this moment, a thunderous voice rose from the cloud of dust. As the confused supervisor was still trying to understand what was going on, a muscular and swarthy hand clutching a token was thrust out of the cloud of dust.


"Yes!"


Lei Peng was flabbergasted, but he immediately recognized the token. Only one person in all of the Great Tang would use this token.


But why did Lord Marquis send them over? It's not the appointed time yet.


Despite his questions, Lei Peng was now much more relaxed.


"The battle on the western lines has concluded. Lord Marquis has decreed that the mining of the lu ore should be hastened."


As the dust settled, an armored horseman rode out. His expression was grim, and a mustache sat atop his lips. He appeared to have some status, and as more and more figures continued to ride up behind him, one could see that he truly did have more than one thousand people with him.


"But we've been digging for more than a month now and still haven't found any lu ore. Isn't it a little too much to begin expanding the work force? What if… it could just be wasting manpower and resources, and we would be greatly disappointing Lord Marquis."


Lei Peng was a little nervous.


Although he had been encouraging the workers this entire time, he really didn't know if this lu ore the marquis spoke of actually existed.


These mountains were thick with greenery, and nobody knew which of these mountains actually had this lu ore, or perhaps if the entire range had no lu ore at all. If that really was the case, then wouldn't they have just wasted their time?


"Lord Marquis says that there is, so there must be. There is no need to say anything else."


The leader of these horsemen was as swift and decisive as a bolt of lightning. As soon as he spoke, he waved behind him, ordering the men behind to dismount. His subordinates immediately began to unpack their picks, shovels, and other mining tools, and stride over, quickly adding their numbers to the work force.


A hint of helplessness flashed in Lei Peng's eyes as he rejoined the workers. One day, two days, three days… Just when Lei Peng had given up all hope, on the fourth day, a part of the mountain collapsed in a thunderous rumble, after which cries of joy filled the air.


"Found it! Found it! We really found Lord Marquis's lu ore! Hahaha…"


An old miner held up a large chunk of ashen-white ore with both hands as he excitedly shouted.


Although the people of this era mistakenly called aluminum ore 'lu ore', Wang Chong had still succeeded in using his memories to find this treasure hidden deep within the mountains.


If one's field of vision were pulled high into the sky to look down from incredible heights, one would realize that this was far from the only mining team. In other places along the Silk Road, to the southeast and southwest, Wang Chong had also dispatched teams. Moreover, after the battle of the triangular gap had concluded, he had increased the size of each team by ten times.


With this increase in mining activity and the ensuing discovery of aluminum ore, those great clans that Wang Clan had allied with swiftly began to display their strength.


Cart after cart of aluminum was extracted from these various areas and transported back to the capital. Within the capital, all the matters regarding aluminum were under the purview of a single person.


"Milord, this is the one-thousandth carriage of lu ore we've received today."


On the eastern outskirts of the capital, by the Silk Road leading to the west, a guard dressed in blue was standing next to Zhao Jingdian, watching as the carriages of lu ore drove past.


Behind them were countless buildings made of crude brick. There was no furniture in these buildings, only endless piles of 'lu ore'.


In the Great Tang, all iron and copper ore was sought after by the great clans, the sword shops and the blacksmiths, but nobody knew what to do with this brand-new 'lu ore'.


Although many people regarded it as worthless, it was extremely valuable to Wang Chong, a fact which no one could dispute. And though the great clans still had their objections to Wang Chong's plan, the costs for this 'lu ore' and the lime were extremely low.


To these clans, their losses on this investment would be extremely limited, and if they had gambled right, they would stand to receive endless benefits from Wang Chong.


This was the true reason they had been willing to invest in this venture.


"The amount we've received in this period is simply too much. It seems like Lord Marquis at Wushang has begun to work," another exceptionally quick-witted guard noted, his expression ecstatic.


Zhao Jingdian slightly raised his head and said, "Mm, the two of you have reacted rather quickly. I only got the news a few days ago that Lord Marquis defeated Dusong Mangpoje and the Tibetans on the plateau, eliminating the threat from the west. Qixi should be free of any danger for the time being, so Lord Marquis has ordered us to pick up the pace."


Zhao Jingdian had not accompanied Wang Chong to Wushang, because Wang Chong had given him an even more important mission. This lime, clay, sand, and gravel all appeared like extremely worthless things that the nobles of the capital wouldn't even glance at, but Zhao Jingdian knew that Wang Chong viewed these objects with unprecedented importance.


This was why Zhao Jingdian had remained behind.


"Have the masons in the rear progressed any further on the slurry mixtures?" Zhao Jingdian asked, continuing to look in the direction of Qixi.


"All the most experienced masons have been working night and day to adjust the mixtures, and they've finally gotten some results," the guard to the left reported. "The newest mixture of slurry can resist the full-strength strike of a True Martial expert after hardening, but Master Kong believes that the toughness of the mixture can be further increased. He claims that the ideal mixture should be able to resist the full-strength blow of a Profound Martial expert."


"In addition, several of the master masons believe that Lord Marquis's suggestion of adding iron bars into the slurry before hardening is very reasonable," the other guard added. "And they've also proposed that before adding the iron bars in, we could affix a few simple toughening or defensive inscriptions onto them, further toughening the slurry and increasing the amount of strength it can endure."


Unlike the world Wang Chong had come from, this world had many kinds of inscriptions, which meant that Wang Chong had probably underestimated the toughness his 'cement' could reach.


Wang Chong could have never predicted this.


"It's about time. We can't delay Lord Marquis. Inform the clans of the capital that it's time for them to comply with their contracts and put forward the money and manpower. After waiting for so long, they're probably even more in a rush than we are," Zhao Jingdian said, his hands held behind his back.


In the days since Wang Chong had left for Wushang, countless people from the great clans had come with all kinds of excuses to inquire as to what was going on.


This was a grand clan of ministers and generals supported by King Song, so no one believed that Wang Chong was trying to deceive them. But since they knew about this plan and Wang Chong wasn't willing to tell them, the great clans couldn't help but be worried.


Bang!


Zhao Jingdian's voice was like a peal of thunder exploding within the capital, stirring countless waves. The great clans and wealthy houses began to come to life like sharks that had smelled blood.


Countless men and resources began to mobilize, immediately stirring up a storm in the Central Plains.
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"Buy, buy, buy! I want all the lime, clay, sand, stone, and whatever that lu ore is we can buy sent over! Give as many people as he wants! Give him as much money as he wants! We need Wang Chong and the Wang Clan to owe us a favor."


In the estate of a small clan in the city's east, the clan patriarch of some forty years was roaring like thunder.


"What? Risk? Are you worried that the mighty Wang Clan won't pay up? Just think about how much money they make from selling off those Wootz Steel swords. You can't even buy them now, and you're still worried about them lacking money?"


In the largest sword shop of the capital, the owner Zhao Jinling was practically frothing at the mouth as he cursed and berated the opposing elders, lunging about like some vicious beast and causing the elders to flee in fear.


"Go, go, go! Mobilize everyone the clan can muster, and get those bastards of Old Three and Old Four. They spend the entire day doing nothing but lying about, so send them all as well! Don't you know that the Zhou Clan in the western part of the city sent nine of their ten elders? The only fear is that we'll fall behind. If they can even send their elders, what are we waiting for? The first to move gets to eat meat, but what do those who move last get! Shit!"


The patriarch of the Huang Clan, Huang Sha, had always had a violent temper, and his furious bellows were practically raising the roof of his residence. Everyone fearfully went to carry out his orders.


The Zhao Clan, the Bai Clan, the Guo Clan, the Chai Clan, and the rest of the storied and ancient clans of the Great Tang began to mobilize their experts. This letter that Wang Chong had sent to Zhao Jingdian from Wushang was setting all these clans into motion.


When all these great clans worked together, they were like a massive machine, moving with an astonishing energy.


All the lime, clay, sand, and stone, as well as the lu ore, flooded from every direction to gather in Zhao Jingdian's hands. And a simple order had been enough for Zhao Jingdian to assemble more than one hundred thousand craftsmen.


Not even when he was building his city in Wushang had Wang Chong managed to accomplish this feat in such a short time.


The capital was a far easier place to work in than the barren and deserted Wushang.


……


Three days later, Zhao Jingdian stood at the beginning of the road leading from the capital to the Western Regions, dressed in a ceremonial robe, with countless experts from the great clans gathered at his side.


The plan had already begun, and everyone was hoping to see what exactly this 'cement road' was.


"Get ready!" Zhao Jingdian solemnly said.


With this order, several hundred craftsmen assembled on the sides of the road and began to go through their practiced routine. First, they put in the lime, clay, and lu ore; then they put in the sand and stone; and finally, they put in the appropriate amount of water to begin mixing.


Under countless interested gazes, these craftsmen poured a thick layer of the 'slurry' onto the road, then added a layer of rocks and gravel, placed down thick iron bars wrapped together with metal wire, and finally poured a final layer of the slurry.


When all this was over, a black road of slurry about ten inches tall had appeared before them.


"That's it?"


A descendant of the capital's Zhang Clan looked at this road in astonishment. He had heard endless talk about this 'cement road', and there had been all sorts of rumors about it.


Some people said that it would spit fire at night, and others said that it was outfitted with wheels and could move. There were even rumors that these roads had gold and silver that would make them twinkle at night.


But no one had expected that this cement road that had stimulated so much talk amongst the great clans and taken so much time and energy to make would be so ordinary.


It was just some black slurry with two iron bars in between!


It appeared that the anticipation and the efforts of the great clans had been in vain. The final product truly left them deeply disappointed.


"Haha, of course it's not over. If any of you wish to withdraw, there is still time. Our Young Master has said long ago that we won't stop anyone who wants to withdraw. All the money you have invested up to now will be returned in full," Zhao Jingdian said with a chuckle.


In an instant, everyone fell silent. The discontent clan experts seemed to have their mouths sewn shut, so tightly pursed their mouths were, not a single one willing to say a word. Their 'money invested' was essentially a joke. Whether it was the lime, clay, lu ore, or the sand and stone, these were all the cheapest of materials, and even if one multiplied their total costs in manpower and resources by ten, it would still count as a 'minor expense'.


To spend this trifling sum to build a relationship with the Wang Clan was the most cost-effective investment in the world. As for this slurry, ha, even if it was made of dirt and was completely useless, these clans and their deep resources truly didn't care. They had basically just paid an admission fee.


Moreover, although they hadn't felt it at the start, once more and more clans began to participate, this matter had become an important existence that no clan could ignore. The reason they had begun to invest was no longer important.


Anyone who backed out at a time like this would become the target of the rest, excluded from the circles of society. While bearable in the short term, a long-term exile from the social circles of the great clans was a death sentence. In contrast, if all the clans allied together, each clan would be able to enjoy a part of the profits in the future.


Thus, even though the Zhao Clan and the Bai Clan knew that Wang Chong was using their money to repair roads, they had still decided to participate. The other clans looked up to the Zhao Clan and the Bai Clan, and these two clans could borrow the strength of these small clans to grow, at the same time increasing their prestige and influence.


"Lord Zhao, why so serious? I was just joking."


"Right, right. It was just a small remark. We couldn't possibly actually back out!"


"The Young Marquis's plans are without flaw. He must have a reason for every decision he makes. How could we doubt Lord Marquis?"


"Lord Zhao, please cool your temper. I misspoke, misspoke. I'll compensate… for our part of the cement road, we'll double our investment."


The embarrassed crowd was quick to apologize. Some of those who had lost control of their mouths the fastest couldn't help but give themselves a mental slap to the mouth. For a moment of pleasure, they had ended up provoking Lord Zhao.


"Ah, since you misspoke, I'll act as if I never heard it."


Zhao Jingdian gave a faint smile and placed the matter aside. Wang Chong had said long ago that because too many clans were being assembled for this operation, they would be very hard to manage, and that someone with his honest personality would find them difficult to restrain, so he had hoped that Zhao Jingdian would be a little tougher.


As things stood, the effects seemed rather good.


"Elder Chen, begin!"


Zhao Jingdian turned his head to the fifty-some-year-old veteran foreman and made a gesture with his hand. A moment later, a layer of lime was sprinkled over the new 'slurry road', quickly absorbing the moisture.


This was a method the masons had discovered. In normal circumstances, this slurry would need several hours to harden. By spreading this layer of lime, they could absorb the water and quicken the process. After all, with so many great clans present, they couldn't just have them sit around and do nothing for so long.


"It's enough!"


As the lime rapidly moistened, Zhao Jingdian waved his hand and had the workers stop adding lime. After this, Zhao Jingdian simply stood in front of the crowd, his gaze on the black slurry road, his expression calm and unhurried.


Zhao Jingdian said nothing, so everyone didn't dare to say a word. With the earlier precedent, they had all realized that this young Lord Zhao was not as easy to deal with as he seemed.


Even with the lime assisting in the absorption of moisture, the slurry road dried slowly. Around an hour later, the slurry finally began to whiten as it slowly hardened.


"It's done!"


Zhao Jingdian gazed at the road of fully hardened slurry, a faint smile on his lips.


"Everyone, after using an enormous amount of manpower, wealth, and resources, to gather this massive amount of lime, clay, lu ore, sand, and stone, we have produced this cement road."


As he gazed at the gray-white road, Zhao Jingdian felt an exultant feeling of accomplishment. After all this time, the marquis's first cement road had finally appeared.


Buzz!


Meanwhile, Zhao Jingdian's words had caused the crowd to buzz with chatter, everyone engaged in hushed conversation. Different from what Zhao Jingdian expected, the gazes aimed at the grey-white road were still doubtful.


"Lord Zhao, forgive me if I misspeak." A grizzled clan elder of fifty or sixty slowly walked out of the crowd. "This slurry road… no! This cement road—even though this old man has traveled the world and seen many things, he still does not understand it. Can Milord explain the advantages of this cement road?


"In addition, if this is just for repairing roads, wouldn't just hiring a few peasants and laborers to lay down some cobblestones and gravel achieve the same effect for less trouble?"


Zhao Jingdian turned to look at this elder and recognized him as Elder Xie Gufeng of the Xie Clan, a somewhat influential figure in high society. As expected, Xie Gufeng's words immediately set off a chain reaction, causing countless people to begin to chatter to each other.


Although they didn't dare to speak too loudly, as Zhao Jingdian looked over them, quite a few people lowered their heads. It was clear that they found Xie Gufeng's words to be reasonable.


"Ah, Elder Xie has asked an excellent question! Come, bring that over!"


Zhao Jingdian grinned and waved his hand. Quickly, a particularly enormous carriage pulled along by two large horses began to approach. Unlike other carriages, this one had no roof. It was simply an open-topped container that was several times larger than a normal carriage.


Such large containers were rarely used. Not only that, upon careful examination, the crowd realized that the wood used to make this carriage was still unpainted, which meant that this carriage had only recently been constructed.
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Rumble!


As the crowd looked on in astonishment, this massive carriage mounted the road and came to a stop.


Zhao Jingdian suddenly turned his head and asked, "Elder Xie, I would like to ask you, how much weight can an ordinary carriage bear?"


"This… normally seven to eight hundred jin, with twelve hundred jin being the maximum."


Although Xie Gufeng didn't know why this question was being asked, he still gave his honest reply.


"Why twelve hundred jin?" Zhao Jingdian asked with a smile.


"This is quite simple. Once it's too heavy, two horses won't be enough to pull the carriage. One might need three, four, or even five horses, but this is a whole new problem. Not just any horse can work with four other horses to pull a carriage, and no normal driver can control them. Moreover, one also has to consider the ability for the surface of the road to bear the weight. If it's too heavy, the wheels will sink into the earth and will either get stuck or greatly hinder any movement. In long journeys, this will lead to a substantial delay that goes against the purpose of using carriages in the first place," Xie Gufeng explained.


The answers to Zhao Jingdian's questions were basically common sense. Any member of a great clan who had worked with carriages a little understood these things. A merchant wouldn't get up early if they didn't stand to make a profit, and if they could transport more on carriages, why wouldn't they?


Xie Gufeng paused a moment before adding, "In addition, twelve hundred jin added to the weight of the carriage itself is already very heavy, around seventeen or eighteen hundred jin, maybe even two thousand. This weight is already quite frightening."


"Haha, Elder Xie, I understand."


Zhao Jingdian began to point at the Wang Clan guards.


"You, you, you… all of you, get on the carriage."


With a sweep of his hand, Zhao Jingdian ordered ten-some agile warriors to get onto the carriage. This strange action immediately drew the focus of the crowd, the clan experts avidly watching this scene.


Although they didn't know what Zhao Jingdian was doing, all of them understood that he must have a particular purpose behind his actions.


"Elder Xie, this should be about twelve hundred jin, right?" Zhao Jingdian asked with a smile.


"This– yes, indeed."


Xie Gufeng's eyes went wide. All of these guards were tall and muscular, and ten-some of them all together was far more than twelve hundred. It was at least seventeen hundred jin.


Zhao Jingdian smiled and picked out another batch of Wang Clan guards. "You, you, you, all of you go up as well!"


"Yes, Milord."


All the guards chuckled as they climbed onto the carriage with practiced movements. There were now twenty-some Wang Clan guards in the carriage compartment, all of them squeezed together. It was at this time that the rest of the crowd finally understood why Zhao Jingdian had brought such a large container.


"Lord Zhao…"


Xie Gufeng could no longer hold back his surprise. Twenty-some bulky men packed together… such a method of transportation had never been tried before. After all, this was a weight of two to three thousand jin.


"You, you, you… all of you go up as well."


Zhao Jingdian appeared to think that this still wasn't enough weight, ordering yet another batch of chuckling guards onto the carriage. Some of them stood on the edge of the carriage while others hung from the protruding sides. In short, the entire carriage was completely packed.


Everyone was flabbergasted by this sight. There were now thirty people on this one carriage, when an ordinary carriage would usually hold only three or four people. This was ten times the normal weight, an absolutely absurd number.


Xie Gufeng suddenly took a few steps forward and said, "Milord, please forgive me if I misspeak. If you put so many people onboard, two horses will find it very difficult to pull the carriage."


Zhao Jingdian was putting too many people on this carriage, and even though Xie Gufeng sensed that he was trying to prove something, this method was clearly implausible.


"Haha, we can only know if it will move once we try."


Zhao Jingdian gave a careless laugh.


"Elder Liang, begin."


Zhao Jingdian gestured to the old driver on the carriage. "Hyah!" A whip snapped in the air before cracking onto the horses.


Neigh!


The carriage began to roll, its wheels rumbling as the two horses pulled the carriage holding thirty people forward.


At the start, it was obvious that the horses were using a great deal of energy to pull the carriage forward at a very slow speed. But then they began to speed up, the carriage and its load of thirty people zooming forward.


Bang!


At this sight, the crowd practically exploded in shock. Their unfocused eyes immediately went wide.


"Thirty people! How! It's actually moving, and so fast!"


"What's going on here? A carriage with thirty people should be practically immovable. How did he do it? How could a carriage with so many people be moving!"


"A carriage with more than ten people shouldn't be possible to move. At that weight, it would sink deep into the road. How could it be moving so quickly?"


This sight completely overturned their understanding of carriage weight. These descendants of the great clans usually left the matter of shipping goods on carriages to their subordinates and rarely bothered themselves with such things.


But this did not mean that they couldn't understand the significance of this event. If a carriage could hold ten times more, the clans could make ten times more with each trip.


They might not have cared about the minor details of carriage transportation, but they certainly cared about the massive profits this entailed.


And the scene Zhao Jingdian was directing was far from over.


"Hyah!"


With a shout, the carriage driver Liang Bo snapped his whip. One of the carriage shafts suddenly separated, and the newly-freed horse let out a neigh as it charged along the cement road.


And then, the stunned crowd watched as the remaining horse continued to pull the carriage with thirty Wang Clan guards all by itself.


"This, this… how?! What horse could have such strength?"


"This is too much. I've never seen such a scene in my entire life."


"Does this still count as a horse? How did they pull this off? It's inconceivable!"


"No, this isn't because of the horse. It must be the carriage!"


"No, it's not the carriage. It's that slurry road or whatever."


"No, it's because of the horse."


The crowd began to quarrel amongst themselves in consternation over this never-before-seen sight. As Zhao Jingdian listened to these arguments, a smile crept onto his lips.


These arguments meant that his painstaking plans had not been for nothing, meant that the marquis's plans were right on track.


Breee! In the distance, the carriage had traveled twenty-some zhang before finally coming to a stop. Zhao Jingdian made a gesture, and the thirty Wang Clan guards chuckled once more as they jumped down from the carriage and gathered around Zhao Jingdian.


"Honored guests, you have all seen it. This is the 'cement road' that Lord Marquis spoke of. As long as we can build these kinds of roads, our carriages can hold greater weights and transport more goods, producing more profits while saving on manpower and resources."


Zhao Jingdian scanned the crowd, his eyes shining with wisdom and confidence.


"Moreover, all of you should have seen that this road is extremely smooth and level. Although there were thirty people on the carriage, it did not shake once. Honored guests, all of you are from the great clans, with large businesses and great wealth. There are inevitably times when you are required to travel for negotiations. If you traveled along this sort of road, at least everyone would travel with much less jostling and shaking."


In an instant, the crowd fell silent. The majority of the people growing up in great clans didn't work hard or manual labor, and what they craved the most was comfort.


Zhao Jingdian's words were even more alluring to them than the fact that that one horse could pull a carriage carrying thirty men. If Wang Chong really did create this network of roads, everyone present could reap the benefits.


"With regards to this slurry… no, this cement road, we don't oppose investing any money. But once we've invested all this manpower, wealth, and resources, what will we do once other people start taking advantage of these roads? Won't we have just spent money and effort so that other people can enjoy them for free?" A scion of twenty-seven or twenty-eight walked out of the crowd, throwing up his arms in the air as he spoke, many concerns in his eyes.


"That's right. If we put out the money but then others enjoy the results, won't we essentially have donated our money?" Another clan expert walked out and voiced his agreement.


The other clan experts, including those from the Zhao Clan and the Bai Clan, began to look at Zhao Jingdian. Although they didn't add their opinions, their eyes clearly communicated that they felt the same.


These people… it's exactly as Young Master predicted.


As Zhao Jingdian looked around, he couldn't help but mentally sigh, his admiration for Wang Chong swelling.


Although Wang Chong was far away in Wushang, he had predicted everything that had happened and was about to happen.


No one would get up in the morning unless they stood to benefit from it, and the great clans would never do something that they didn't stand to gain from, much less donate their money. If they could not be persuaded, perhaps they might still help out with building the new roads, but the aid would be drastically reduced.


If handled improperly, this matter would have a massive effect on the marquis's future plans, even result in a failure at Talas.


Thankfully, Young Master already made plans.


Zhao Jingdian held his hands behind his back, his expression calm and unpanicked.



                                                                        Chapter 803: Mission Reward, Road of Awakening! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




"Honored guests…"


Zhao Jingdian gave a faint smile as he confidently spoke.


"Everyone, be at ease. Such a thing will never take place. Before leaving, Young Master said that after building these cement roads, we only need to set up checkpoints on the roads. If merchants want to pass through, they would need to pay a fee.


"Our Great Tang is currently the wealthiest country in the world, at the height of its prosperity. Just who can count all the merchants within its borders, and how many people would pass through those checkpoints every day? These small fees will build up, many drops making an ocean, and each day will result in a massive sum. Thus, honored guests' worries about others taking advantage of your hard work, plucking the fruit of the trees you planted, simply will not occur."


In the world that Wang Chong had come from, building cement roads was an extremely expensive and resource-intensive process, so it was customary to pay tolls to use them. This was a matter that everyone could basically accept.


In that other world, this was absolutely normal, but the people of the Great Tang clearly did not have such a concept.


As expected, Zhao Jingdian's words immediately caused the eyes of these representatives of the great clans to shine, and their attitudes completely reversed.


"An excellent idea! But would they be willing to pay this fee?" an expert from a great clan asked.


"Haha, if they can transport more in a shorter time and with less jostling, why wouldn't they pay the fee?"


Zhao Jingdian chuckled. He didn't even need to think back to Wang Chong's advice to understand how to address the question.


Merchants worked in the pursuit of profit, and if they stood to make more profit, they would naturally pay the money, so these things the great clans worried about would never happen. This was a situation where both sides won.


"In addition, I don't know if any of you have noticed…"


As Zhao Jingdian spoke, he extended his right hand, receiving a large iron hammer from a guard at his side. He strode forward, and as the crowd looked on in shock, he smashed the hammer against the grey-white cement.


Rumble!


Shards flew everywhere, and yet Zhao Jingdian's powerful blow, carrying all the strength he could muster, was only able to create a small hole in the cement road. All of the clan experts were flabbergasted.


"Let me try!"


A scar-faced clan expert came forward and took the hammer from Zhao Jingdian. Raising it high into the air, he smashed it down.


Boom! This mighty strike again left only another small hole on the cement road, with none of that massive explosion that the crowd had imagined.


"This… is this really made from that slurry? How could lime and clay be so hard?"


The scar-faced expert was momentarily dumbfounded.


And it wasn't just him. The crowd had been so focused on the carriage, horse, and the thirty Wang Clan guards on the carriage that they only began to examine the road when Zhao Jingdian smashed at it with the hammer.


"Haha, come, take the hammers out. Everyone can try!" Noticing the change in the crowd, Zhao Jingdian immediately gave the order, and ten-some guards carrying bundles of hammers emerged. Since Zhao Jingdian had invited them, the crowd were quick to try.


"I don't believe that something made of lime and clay can be this hard!"


The clan experts took the hammers, walked up to the cement road, and began to wildly flail at it. Bangbangbang! Shards splintered off the newly-constructed cement road as the hammers whacked away, rapidly damaging it.


The Wang Clan experts wanted to stop them, but Zhao Jingdian called them back.


"It's fine!


"Let them smash as long as they want!"


Zhao Jingdian had a calm expression, and his voice exuded a persuasive power. After spending a long time with Wang Chong, he had unwittingly begun to learn a little of that self-confidence.


Zhao Jingdian and all the Wang Clan guards stood to the side, silently watching the clan experts hammer away at the cement road.


An hour later, more and more clan experts had joined in, and these hundred-some people working together had finally managed to utterly destroy the cement road.


But it was this result that the crowd found even more shocking.


If they had been unable to destroy this road, they would subconsciously believe that there was something else strange about this cement road. However, even though it had taken a great deal of time and energy, they had still managed to completely destroy it. This meant that this toughness was all due to that 'cement'.


"Impossible, impossible! To use lime, clay, and whatever that lu ore is to create something that's as tough as rock! No, this is even tougher than rock! This is absurd!"


"This is man-made rock. The Young Marquis has a method of making artificial rocks! Quickly inform the clan! Our Lu Clan has chosen the right person to follow!"


"Just how was this done? Give me another hammer! I need to try again! Such a hard road isn't possible!"


"Hahaha, I've dug up a treasure! It's no wonder the Young Marquis is the Son of Heaven's disciple, the future Eighth Great General of the Great Tang! No matter what he does, our Chen Clan can't go wrong as long as we throw our full support behind him."


In a flash, the clan experts finally understood the secret of this road. It wasn't the horse or carriage, but the fact that this road was tough enough to endure an unimaginable weight. This was the true secret.


All their worries vanished in a puff of smoke.


Flapflap!


The situation had entirely changed. Right in front of Zhao Jingdian, the many clan experts were releasing their respective carrier pigeons to inform their clans, not caring about who was watching.


This was an incredibly important discovery. The uses for this man-made rock were not merely restricted to making roads.


Haha, success! Lord Marquis is truly a flawless planner. Everything was as he predicted. We can now begin wholesale construction of the roads.


Zhao Jingdian mentally gave a sigh of relief. The marquis's cement road plan required a great deal of time, manpower, and resources. It wasn't something that the Wang Clan, the Zhao Clan, and the Bai Clan could sustain alone. All the great clans of the capital needed to participate.


With this goal met, everything was possible.


Zhao Jingdian glanced at the Wang Clan guard next to him and whispered, "Write a letter for me to Lord Marquis telling him that he can begin his next plan."


The guard understood and nodded.


Bang!


As night fell, the first cement road of the Great Tang was foreordained to be inscribed in the history books. Such a thing had never appeared in the history of the Central Plains, a landmark achievement that was certain to have enormous uses. Countless notable clans of all sizes were willing to invest their resources into this venture.


And Wang Chong was not being stingy, directly opening up the future tolls to be paid for using the cement road to all these clans. In addition, Wang Chong had established a special 'Clan Road Alliance' and drawn up a contract that established that all the earnings would be shared and the recipe for the cement made available to all the signees.


The alliance was responsible for overseeing the cement recipe. It could not be allowed to leak outside the Central Plains.


Wang Chong's 'generosity' received an enthusiastic response from the alliance. Upon obtaining the recipe, the clans of the alliance began to throw themselves into the venture. Lime, clay, sand, stone, aluminum, and a vast amount of iron bars—millions of tons of material were invested into building a road from the capital to the Western Regions.


And the advantage of bringing in all these clans quickly became evident. On the first day, eighty thousand laborers were involved in the construction. On the second, this had increased to one hundred and eight thousand. On the third day, it was three hundred and sixty thousand… In the end, seven to eight hundred thousand workers had congregated around the Silk Road.


The gray-white cement roads were built up at astonishing speeds along the Silk Road.


Such were the results that came from Wang Chong opening up the cement road to the great clans.


……


"Three feet of ice does not form from a single day of chill. One person alone cannot change a massive empire. Only the strength of an entire state can do so. When all the greats clans of the empire gather together, they are like tens of thousands of logs tied together, tough and unbendable. This is the roar of a slumbering empire.


"Congratulations to user! For completing 'Empire's Fury', the second phase of the mission, 'Road of Awakening', has been unlocked. User has been rewarded 800 points of Destiny Energy, and as more roads are built, user will continue to be rewarded!"


"Congratulations to user! 30 additional points have been rewarded!"


"Congratulations to user! 40 additional points have been rewarded!"


"Congratulations to user! 37 additional points have been rewarded!"


In the distant Wushang, Wang Chong stood on the walls as the Stone of Destiny unleashed a waterfall of messages in his mind. In this short period of time, he had been rewarded with more than 1000 points of Destiny Energy, a number that was still continuing to climb.


Zhao Jingdian, you can finally hold your own. With him handling the cement road, I don't need to worry about it.


Wang Chong glanced at the letter from Zhao Jingdian and then snapped his fingers, instantly pulverizing the paper into countless shreds that drifted down from the tower.


"Cheng Sanyuan, write a letter for me to Zhao Jingdian. Tell him that I already know about the matter regarding the cement recipe, and that he doesn't need to worry, as I already have everything planned out."


"Yes, your subordinate will do so!"


Cheng Sanyuan quickly took off.


What is lost at sunrise can be regained at sunset, and to gain, there must be losses. If I want to build a cement road to the Western Regions as quickly as possible and complete it before the Battle of Talas, I need the help of the great clans. As for the cement recipe, it was always rather simple. If any great clan wanted to get it, I wouldn't have been able to keep it secret for long, so I might as well just offer it to everyone!


Now that they're all in the same boat, they'll do their utmost to safeguard the secret and keep it from being leaked as long as possible.


As the winds buffeted his face, Wang Chong looked over the walls, a wise and profound light in his eyes.


With the cement road project on the right track and Zhao Jingdian overseeing it, Wang Chong could place his focus on other matters.


Let's take care of that matter next.


With this thought, Wang Chong quickly turned to another subordinate.


"Chen Bin, tell Zhang Que that Fumeng Lingcha is probably going to move soon, so he needs to keep an even closer watch. I need to know everything that's going on. Not a single gap can be permitted."



                                                                        Chapter 804: The Beginning of a Major Incident! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




"Your subordinate understands and will go."


Chen Bin immediately began to descend the walls. During this period, everyone at Wang Chong's side felt a tension in the air, and when they heard from Qixi that Fumeng Lingcha had been commended by the Imperial Court, they were all endlessly indignant.


And yet, they could sense another undercurrent flowing from Wang Chong.


The people of the Qixi Protectorate had come to show off quite a few times, and all of them had managed to swallow their anger each time. Although the Qixi Protectorate seemed to have completely suppressed them, all of them knew that Fumeng Lingcha wouldn't be able to remain arrogant for very much longer.


Since the marquis had said that he was going to make Fumeng Lingcha leave Qixi, they knew it would be done, and it would be soon.


"Hyah!"


A trail of dust passed through the city gates as Chen Bin swiftly made his way to Qixi.


"Write a letter to Old Eagle in the capital," Wang Chong indifferently said. "Have him keep a close watch on the Fourth Prince. Any movement has to be reported to me as quickly as possible!"


There seemed be no one behind him, yet a person replied from the shadows.


"This subordinate will deliver this order!"


The figure quickly vanished.


It was now very quiet on the walls, with Wang Chong left all alone. Now that the initial phase of construction had finished, the City of Steel was much quieter.


This was a period of rest and recuperation.


Wang Chong gazed into the distance, where the overcast heavens met with the earth. Everything was quiet and still, and yet Wang Chong could feel that a massive storm was sweeping toward him from the capital.


The storm had already stirred, and Wang Chong knew that if he wanted to topple Fumeng Lingcha, this would be his last chance. However, Fumeng Lingcha was a wily fox. Whether it was letting Dayan Mangban through his defenses, borrowing the Tibetans to try and kill Wang Chong, or the final act of stealing credit for himself, Fumeng Lingcha had always planned things in such a way that he could always escape almost unscathed.


It was no easy task to find any incriminating evidence about him.


Most importantly, Wang Chong could not attract any attention from Fumeng Lingcha during this entire process.


……


Several hundred li away, in the Qixi Protectorate…


Creeeeak!


There was a creak as the back door of the headquarters was pushed open. An exhausted old woman carrying a vegetable basket walked out.


Her steps were tottering, and each one was taken with extreme care, seeming to sap her of her strength.


Fwoomp!


The old lady walked to the corner of the wall and heaved, dumping out the rotten vegetable leaves in the basket. The rotten vegetables had piled up here, exuding an awful stench.


Suddenly, the back door was kicked open with a bang, and a savage-faced Hu guard dressed in the armor of the Qixi Protectorate strode out, his fierce gaze aimed at the old woman.


"Repulsive old hag, Lord Protector-General has ordered that when going out to buy ingredients, you must return before the Wu Period1 is over!




"In addition, if you make some food, I'll spare you from a round of whipping next time. Serve me some dessert!"


"This old woman understands!"


The old woman trembled and twitched, her face panicked as she hurriedly bowed, her white-haired head almost touching the ground.


The sight of that old and frail body trembling in fear was truly pitiful to behold.


"Hmph, useless hag. If not for the fact that you've served Lord Protector-General for ten-some years, I would have killed you ages ago."


At the back door, the savage-faced Hu guard cursed some more, giving the door a fierce kick and making it clang against the wall before finally leaving.


For the briefest of moments, a look of resentment could be seen in the old woman's eyes, but this was quickly buried deep down. As she glanced at the gruesome red lash wounds peeking out from under her sleeves, she gave a long and resigned sigh and began to hobble away.


As she left the Qixi Protectorate headquarters and made a turn, she suddenly heard a soft voice calling out to her.


"Grandma, Grandma, over here, over here…"


The old woman shivered as a wary look appeared in her eyes. Scanning the area, she saw that it was a lad of eighteen or nineteen with delicate features, standing in a corner, and she immediately relaxed.


"Little Xu, it's you. Didn't I tell you that you didn't need to go to such trouble? I can go and buy them myself."


The old woman hobbled over, her expression warm and gentle as she looked at the boy. He was a peddler, and when she had collapsed in the marketplace once after being whipped in the headquarters, he had rescued her. From that moment, she had formed a relationship with this child called 'Little Xu'.


Moreover, Little Xu knew of how she was being treated in the headquarters, so he would always buy the food and deliver it to her.


As a person working for the protectorate, she had many apprehensions and didn't like interacting with strangers, but for some reason, she felt naturally close to this Little Xu, regarding him as she would her own grandson.


"Grandma, did they hit you again?"


Little Xu was deeply concerned to see the old woman hobble so.


"Ah, I'm used to it. When Lord Protector-General is frustrated by the Imperial Court, he gets irritated. That's how it was ten-some years ago, so I treat it as a normal thing now," the old woman said.


"But, Grandma is already so old. How much longer can Grandma stand being whipped like this?"


Little Xu found it difficult to accept the old woman's situation.


"Ah, but what can I do? Where can this old lady go except the protectorate? And besides, the protectorate is different from other places. Although I get whipped, there are always good medicines I can rub over my wounds," the old woman said with a bitter smile.


Outsiders saw the people working in the protectorate enjoy endless glory, honor, and wealth, but none of them knew of the suffering she endured. The old woman knew what outsiders might think, so she rarely revealed her true thoughts. Only in front of this Little Xu did she show her true self.


"Grandma, relax. One day, I'll save you," Little Xu said firmly to the old woman.


"Haha, just you saying that is enough to make this grandma happy."


The old woman paused a moment before chuckling. This was the majestic Qixi Protector-General, an Imperial Great General. A mere child asking for her to be let go would do nothing at all. These were just idle thoughts, a careless comment.


After taking the small cart of foodstuffs from Little Xu, the old woman began to hobble back to the protectorate headquarters.


The rules of the protectorate were very strict. If she did not return on time, she would face yet another round of punishment.


"Haaah…"


As he watched the old woman totter away, Little Xu couldn't help but sigh, a hint of pity in his eyes.


"Grandma, be at ease. I'll definitely fulfill my promise. Once this is over, I'll take you away from here."


Little Xu spoke confidently to himself. After a while, he straightened himself and left, headed elsewhere. Flapflap!Several moments later, one of those rock eagles commonplace in the Western Regions soared into the sky.


……


"Lord Marquis, we've received Zhang Que's letter. He has already gotten in touch with the target. All of the Qixi Protectorate headquarters is under tight observation."


As a rock eagle took flight once more, a Wushang scout ascended the walls and stopped in front of Wang Chong, his body bowed as he handed over the letter with both hands.


"Mm. I see."


Wang Chong continued to gaze at the distant Qixi desert as he extended his right hand and took the letter. He only glanced at it before putting it away. Everything was on track. Fumeng Lingcha had always been a very cautious man, outwardly boorish but inwardly meticulous. He seemed to be crude and rough in his conduct, but his plans rarely had any flaws to exploit.


Thus, even Wang Chong didn't have many practical methods of moving him aside.


He was an Imperial Great General, with incredibly high status, authority, influence, and seniority. Transferring him away was definitely not an easy task, not even for the Son of Heaven's disciple, not even with King Song's assistance.


Unfortunately, although Fumeng Lingcha was an extremely experienced person, he suffered from a terrible affliction: a violent temper. He had a tendency to physically abuse his subordinates, which was one of the reasons Wang Chong had arranged for Zhang Que to get in touch with that old cooking woman who made food for the generals of the Qixi Protectorate.


Very few people knew this woman existed, and the Qixi Protectorate had always kept a tight lid on this secret. But Wang Chong knew about her.


In that future incident, this old cook would play a critical role. When Fumeng Lingcha became swept up in that matter, the old woman would be the only one in the Qixi Protectorate who dared to stand up and criticize Fumeng Lingcha. This event had left a deep mark on Wang Chong's mind, so he had arranged for Zhang Que to interact with her.


The scout hesitated a moment before finally speaking. "…In addition, Zhang Que had a request in his letter. He hopes, hopes that once this matter is over, Lord Marquis can rescue that old woman from the Qixi Protectorate and give her a happy retirement?"


"Okay."


Wang Chong didn't even need to think to agree. Even if Zhang Que had said nothing, he had still prepared to arrange a peaceful retirement for the old woman. Otherwise, he would find it impossible to stay in Qixi with a peaceful mind.


"Thank you, Lord Marquis!"


The scout was elated at this response.


Wang Chong only smiled. Although it hadn't been long since Zhang Que's arrival at Wushang, he was quite the socializer, becoming friends with many of the soldiers in the army. Even these scouts were willing to speak up on his behalf.


……


Time flew by, and in the blink of an eye, three days had passed.


In the City of Steel, there were thousands of things to do. Running a fief wasn't just about marking out a piece of land and building a city. If Wang Chong wanted to realize his designs on this place, he had many tasks ahead of him. At dawn, Wang Chong was reviewing documents in his residence within the city when he was suddenly interrupted by hurried steps.


"Lord Marquis, Zhang Que has sent news that there's signs of activity in the Qixi Protectorate headquarters!"


The guard's message was concise, and Wang Chong instantly stood up from his desk.


Bang!


Almost a moment later, another guard rushed in with a blast of wind.


"Lord Marquis, Lord Xu has sent word that people from Qixi Protectorate have left the area!" the second guard declared.


These two messages were like a whirlwind, sweeping up the entire City of Steel, causing the air in this newly-established fief to grow tense. In this solemn air, all the forces at Wang Chong's side began to mobilize.

______________
1. The Wu Period spans from 11am to 1pm.↩
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The incident had begun last night. In Fumeng Lingcha's residence, the old woman responsible for making everyone's food realized that several kinds of food had not been ordered this time. The old woman had served Fumeng Lingcha for ten-some years and was familiar with the likes of all his subordinates.


The people at Fumeng Lingcha's side all had extremely strange tastes that were very difficult to satisfy. All of them had a liking for some extremely unusual dish that they wanted to eat at every meal. After so many years, only this old woman could cook food that could satisfy their taste buds.


Thus, even though she was already old and graying, Fumeng Lingcha still kept her around.


Fumeng Lingcha was very cautious, and he would never let others know of or interfere in matters he considered truly important. As a result, even though the old woman had served him for ten-some years, she remained unaware of any critical secrets. But no matter how careful Fumeng Lingcha was, he couldn't go without his three meals a day.


With just a glance at the order, the old woman could tell what foods there were extra of and which foods were missing, allowing her to see which of Fumeng Lingcha's subordinates were with him and which weren't.


But this matter could only serve as a clue, not solid evidence, so Zhang Que had spent the better part of the night confirming the facts. In the morning, when he was finally sure, he immediately reported the matter to Wang Chong.


"How many people are missing from Fumeng Lingcha's residence?" Wang Chong asked, his brow tightly creased.


"Five! At least five, because five kinds of food were missing. But this is only the minimum, because we can't guarantee that some people wouldn't leave during a meal. In short, this matter is very unusual. That the food for five people would suddenly go missing definitely isn't normal," Zhang Que sternly said.


After confirming the matter and sending a letter by bird, Zhang Que had begun his return journey, finally arriving at the City of Steel not too long ago. The Young Marquis never did anything without reason. One could see that from the complete consumption of his fortune on building strange steel walls before the war of the southwest had even begun, or even in his sudden excursion with his army to Longxi, taking it along a secret path to destroy the major training camp of Zhangzhung.


Anyone who spent long enough with the Young Marquis would gradually get used to his style of doing things.


Although Wang Chong had not made his intentions clear, even the slowest of people could see that a matter involving Protector-General Fumeng Lingcha was no laughing matter. The slightest lack of caution could trigger cataclysmic changes, perhaps even altering the entire structure of the empire.


And the marquis could use his influence to push this matter to the limit.


Knowing all this, Zhang Que had immediately begun to ride back as soon as he could to personally report to Wang Chong.


"Xu Keyi, how many people could you confirm? Were there any oversights?"


Wang Chong's grave eyes turned to Xu Keyi. Besides Zhang Que, Xu Keyi had also noticed that something strange was going on. Once Wang Chong was made aware, he had decided to summon Xu Keyi as well.


"Lord Marquis, according to your orders, we used Thousand Li Fragrance to track the trusted subordinates at Fumeng Lingcha's side. As soon as any of them get a certain distance from Qixi, we'll immediately know."


Xu Keyi was speaking of a special sort of perfume used by people in the underworld to track targets. The person who wanted to use the Thousand Li Fragrance would first implant a soft scent on their target, and then use a well-trained mastiff to smell the scent. At a certain distance, the fragrance would begin to fade, and the mastiff would begin to madly bark, a complete transformation from its usual quiet and gentle self.


Xu Keyi knew nothing about these methods, and it was Old Eagle that had suggested it. Wang Chong had then passed on this task to Yang Hongchang in the Western Regions. The Yang Clan had operated in the Western Regions for many years and knew people from all walks of life. It took only about a day for Yang Hongchang to send over the mastiffs and Thousand Li Fragrance that Wang Chong required.


"…I've already confirmed that at least seven mastiffs began to madly bark at once. At least seven people have taken their leave of Qixi," Xu Keyi said.


The atmosphere in the room was extremely solemn, and Wang Chong silently furrowed his brow in thought, everyone else not even daring to breathe too loudly. All of them could sense the tension in Wang Chong's body. It was clear as day that this matter was exceptionally serious.


Five, seven… Fumeng Lingcha, just what are you up to? Just what is your real goal? Or is it that you've already noticed something?


Wang Chong raised his head, and he unwittingly began to tap the middle and index fingers of his right hand against his palm as countless thoughts ran through his mind. If everything proceeded as expected, the infamous 'Xueyang Palace Incident' that would make all of society quake was about to take place. Fumeng Lingcha, Qixi Protector-General, would end being swept into the War of the Princes within the capital, a massive taboo for the Great Generals of the border.


In every dynasty, this had always been a taboo that would draw severe reproach and criticism from both the sovereign and the ministers of court. The number of Great Generals who had been stripped of their ranks by breaching this taboo was uncountable. However, even though this incident shook the world and made Fumeng Lingcha the target of a barrage of criticism, the lack of incriminating evidence allowed him to barely avoid disaster.


Coupled with all his past achievements, the Sage Emperor ultimately decided to strip him of his noble title but leave him as Protector-General, noting that he 'would retain his position until further discussion'.


If Wang Chong wanted to deal with Fumeng Lingcha, this was the last chance. But first, he had to find that trusted aide who Fumeng Lingcha had dispatched, find that 'expression of fealty' on him that Fumeng Lingcha was delivering to that prince. Only this way could he deal Fumeng Lingcha a serious blow. When the Xueyang Palace Incident was riling the palace, dragging in many border generals and angering the Sage Emperor, the lack of this 'expression of fealty' had ultimately spared Fumeng Lingcha from being charged with the fatal crime.


After that incident, Fumeng Lingcha became even more cautious, acting with more prudence than ever before. He left behind no clues and no weaknesses to exploit.


If this incident played out in exactly the same way as it did before, it would mean that all of Wang Chong's efforts would be for nothing. The battle at the triangular gap would be meaningless, and the entire Qixi Protectorate would remain in the grip of Fumeng Lingcha. Moreover, Wang Chong's plans for the Western Regions would be impeded at every turn, his preparations strangled in the cradle.


Crucially, Fumeng Lingcha and Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi had never had a good relationship. As long as Fumeng Lingcha remained in his position, the Great Tang would once more suffer a bitter defeat at Talas and lose control over the Western Regions, thus heralding an era of internal discord.


Wang Chong could not allow this to happen.


Fumeng Lingcha is a Hu, and an extremely ambitious one at that. This was clear in the Regional Commanders incident, and it was also obvious when he stole the credit for the triangular gap. This is all for the sake of authority and merit. Fumeng Lingcha wants to ascend to a position even higher than Qixi Protector-General, so he colludes with a prince of the imperial clan. Wait a moment… When Zhangchou Jianqiong rose from Annan Protector-General to Minister of War, this must have provoked him. No, it's not just that. I wasn't there in the last life, so there was no battle of the triangular gap, but now that Fumeng Lingcha's taken credit for that battle, his ambition is even greater, which makes it even harder for him to restrain himself…


Wang Chong's mind was buzzing with thought. He was almost completely confident that Fumeng Lingcha was dispatching his trusted aide to the capital to deliver the expression of fealty.


He truly is a cunning one!


Wang Chong mentally sighed. Very few people knew about the relationship between Fumeng Lingcha and that prince, and at least right now, this was still a secret. And yet in this situation, where everything seemed safe and sound, Fumeng Lingcha had still sent five to seven of his trusted subordinates to act as decoys. Such caution truly made one stand at attention.


Even though Fumeng Lingcha had no idea that Wang Chong knew his secret, his natural sense of caution made him incredibly difficult to deal with.


Time was short, and Wang Chong quickly came back to his senses.


"Xu Keyi, bring some people with you and chase them down! In addition, send some people to run ahead to Sand Pass! The terrain around Sand Pass means that anyone who wants to travel from Qixi to the capital has to pass through it, but once they get through Sand Pass, they could travel down numerous roads and we'll lose track of them."


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Knowing that time was short, Xu Keyi hurriedly bowed.


Wang Chong turned to Zhang Que and ordered, "Zhang Que, dispatch your eagle team. Horses are slower than eagles, and we need to keep watch over them from the air."


"Yes! Lord Marquis!" Zhang Que's reply was crisp and energetic.


"In addition, remember to not attract their notice, no matter what! Fumeng Lingcha is extremely cautious and paranoid, and his subordinates are certain to have been influenced by this attitude to be the same. You can't make them suspicious, because if we miss this chance, there won't be a second time! Once Fumeng Lingcha starts getting wary, all our efforts will be wasted."


Wang Chong said all this with a dour expression.


Fumeng Lingcha had not been able to become Protector-General through pure luck, and Wang Chong did not dare to be careless. If this opportunity were lost, he would never be able to remove Fumeng Lingcha.


"Your subordinate understands!" Xu Keyi and Zhang Que declared as one.


The two had grim faces, both sensing the magnitude of the situation.




"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded.


"Remember, the person you're looking for has a black brand on his right wrist in the shape of the character for 'jade' (玉)… Okay, go!"


Wang Chong waved his hand, and soon after, horses rumbled out of the City of Steel. Zhang Que, Xu Keyi, and countless other people had left to carry out Wang Chong's orders.


"Lord Marquis, do you need me to go as well? With my speed, I can definitely catch up to them." A loud voice rang out at Wang Chong's ear.


Li Siye's mountain of a figure took several steps forward and stopped behind Wang Chong. Li Siye had once set off from the capital alone and had exterminated the several thousand Black Dragon Bandits. Dealing with Fumeng Lingcha's subordinates would be as easy as flipping over his palm.
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"No!"


Wang Chong waved his hand, his expression grave as he immediately rejected the idea.


"We still don't know which one of these people Fumeng Lingcha's letter is on, or perhaps if he's used some sort of method to divide up the letter, passed it to a different group, and then eventually made it so that the letter is given to his trusted subordinates. Such a method has been seen before in previous dynasties. For such an important matter like this, Fumeng Lingcha can't be incautious. At the battle of the triangular gap on the Tibetan Plateau, Fumeng Lingcha already began to pay attention to you. Moreover, your body is too large. The moment you leave the City of Steel, someone will quickly spot you, and we would just end up giving Fumeng Lingcha an advance warning. At that point, the mission would probably fail."


"This!!"


Li Siye was momentarily dazed and speechless. Everything had its advantages and disadvantages, and even though he was nigh invincible in battle, he was apparently somewhat useless in this endeavor, a conclusion he had never expected.


"Enough. I have my ideas on how to settle this matter. It's not something that can be solved with strength. Neither you nor I can appear at this juncture. We can only leave everything to Zhang Que and Xu Keyi," Wang Chong said.


……


"Hurry!"


"Follow the mastiffs!"


"Don't get lost!"


If one looked down from the sky, they would see a winding road, a jade belt that connected Qixi to the capital. A trail of dust was currently rising from this path as several dozen warhorses galloped toward the capital. In front of this pack of horsemen were five muscular and pitch-black mastiffs. The mastiffs were moving at speeds faster than even the horses, and as they howled and pursued, their noses were constantly sniffing at the sky.


But these five mastiffs that had been running in the same direction quickly began to branch off.


"Milord, look over there!"


A horseman pulled on his reins and stopped. In front of them, the five black mastiffs had begun to run and bark in five different directions. At this sight, Xu Keyi instantly frowned.


"Milord, what do we do!"


The soldiers all looked at Xu Keyi. Those five trusted aides of Fumeng Lingcha had clearly parted ways and headed in separate directions, so if they wanted to follow, they would have to do the same.


"Have you sent news of the other two back to Lord Marquis?" Xu Keyi asked without turning his head.


"Replying to Milord: messenger birds have already been sent back with the news," the scout reported, half-kneeling. "Lord Marquis should already know that another two of Fumeng Lingcha's trusted subordinates did not leave Qixi after the evening meal, but instead headed in the direction of the Tibetan Plateau."


"Very good. All we need to do now is chase down these five others. Do you remember what I said to you all before we set out?" Xu Keyi asked.


"Yes! Regardless of the measure we employ, we must not attract the attention of Fumeng Lingcha or his men," the scout sternly said.


"It's fine as long as you remember. Lord Marquis has placed a great deal of emphasis on this. Alright, do as we planned. Remember! Even if you have to fail, you cannot make them doubtful or wary!"


With this final warning, Xu Keyi waved his hand. The thirty-some cavalry immediately split into five different groups, stirring up clouds of dust as they galloped away.


……


Countless merchants traveled this road in both directions. At noon, the clinking of bells filled the air as a long caravan train slowly proceeded toward the capital. These Arab merchants with their thick beards and blue eyes led their camels forward as they heartily laughed. Nearby was a Hu merchant, wrapped in thick robes and maintaining a distance of four feet from the Arabs. As he advanced, he warily observed his surroundings.


It seemed strange for Hu and Arab merchants to mingle, but on the western roads, this was an extremely commonplace sight.


Simply too many bandits plagued the roads to the west, so the merchants naturally had to take care of each other.


"Ah! Save me, save me!"


Suddenly, a shout came from the rear, causing the Arab merchants to turn their heads and see what was happening. What they saw was a filthy child of seven or eight, his feet bare and his clothes ragged. This child was running toward them while constantly turning his head to fearfully look behind him.


"Little bastard! To dare steal our lord's possessions, you're just asking for trouble!


"You still dare to run! I'd like to see how far you can get!


"If I catch you, I'll flay the skin off your flesh!"


Behind the child, a burly man with a vicious and savage face was riding a horse in pursuit, cracking his whip.


"It wasn't me, wasn't me! I didn't steal anything! It was your lord that broke it himself! Why do you have to blame me and say that I stole it?"


The child appeared chagrined as he pleaded his case.


The surrounding merchants broke out into laughter. In the Western Regions, only strength, not reason, held any sway. It was obvious that this child had offended some wealthy merchant or run into him when his mood was poor, thus becoming the unlucky vent for his anger. If everything went as expected, once this child was captured, he would have to suffer a vicious beating. As expected, that burly man was wholeheartedly focused on his cursing and shouting, so the merchants paid him little mind.


The child finally panicked, accidentally running into that Hu merchant.


"Out of my way!"


The Hu merchant furiously pushed the child to the ground with a palm. The child, so unexpectedly pushed to the ground, appeared a little angry, but when he saw the savage and fiendish look on the Hu merchant's face, he immediately got up and fled.


A while later, in a forest…


"How was it? You didn't make him suspicious, right?" the vicious and burly man asked at the child.


"No, he didn't even glance at me."


The child shook his head.


"Mm. Then did you see a symbol on his hand?" the burly man said.


The child shook his head.


……


On another road…


Rumble!


There was a massive boom as a carriage heedlessly passed by, knocking over several carriages before eventually crashing into the large black carriage at the very front, so badly damaging the carriage that even a wheel was sent flying.


"Damn it! You bastards—do none of you have eyes? Do you not even see what's on the road!" A Hu immediately jumped out of the carriage, his entire body boiling with anger.


"Sorry, sorry, the horse got out of control… We'll definitely compensate you for the losses, definitely!" A middle-aged merchant jumped out of the carriage that had caused the accident and immediately began to speak about compensation.


A while later, two stalwart men met up on the side of the road. "Tell Lord Marquis that this road was also the wrong one. The person Lord Marquis wanted us to find is not this one. His hand does not bear the black jade symbol."


Flapflap! A carrier pigeon took off into the air.


……


"Hyah!"


On the third road, ten-some horsemen were whipping the horses into a gallop. These people were traveling at maximum speed, and riding together, they stirred up a massive gale on the road. Whoosh! They galloped past a Hu merchant, the fierce winds causing the merchant's sleeves to flap about.


No one noticed that as the outermost of the horsemen galloped by, he turned his head to shoot a glance at the Hu merchant. But after just a glimpse, he turned his head back around, his movements so swift that one might think it was just an illusion.


"Not there!"


Several hundred zhang in front of the Hu merchant, the other horsemen had turned to the outermost one.


"No! This one was also wrong."


The horseman knew what his comrades wanted, but he could only spread apart his hands and shake his head.


……


As one piece of news returned to the City of Steel after another, Wang Chong and his subordinates were all focused on the miniature model of Qixi in front of them.


"One, two, three… Two of Fumeng Lingcha's trusted aides headed to the Tibetan Plateau, most likely on a task related to the base we set up at the triangular gap. As for the other five, three have been eliminated, leaving only two. That item must be with one of them."


Wang Chong had a hand propped under his chin while his other hand was unconsciously tapping its fingers against the table.


"Cheng Sanyuan, any news from Zhang Que?" Wang Chong said.


He never liked to place his hopes on a single person or group. Fumeng Lingcha was not someone to be underestimated, and the tens of thousands of soldiers at Talas and the survival of the Great Tang were on the line.


"Lord Marquis, everything is under our control. Zhang Que's rock eagles are currently tracking the enemy," Cheng Sanyuan deferentially said.


Wang Chong was placing a never-before-seen amount of focus on this matter, causing everyone else to turn grim and cautious. Zhang Que was maintaining a constant line of communications with the City of Steel. Every five minutes, one bird would arrive and one bird would leave.


As Old Eagle's disciple of many years, Zhang Que was an extremely experienced trainer of birds. In his several months in the Western Regions, he had used his unique advantage to buy and train several hundred rock eagles. Sixty to seventy were already up to the standard, and the rest of the rock eagles were still in training. These rock eagles were the foundation of Zhang Que's 'eagle team'.


And the rock eagle perched on Zhang Que's shoulder had become the king of this eagle team.


At this moment, this large number of eagles was playing a critical role, constantly feeding information back to the City of Steel.


"Tell Zhang Que to not let his guard down. In addition, notify Xu Keyi to continue his investigation. We need to find the man with the black jade tattoo on his arm. The item we're seeking will definitely be on him."


Wang Chong propped both hands on the model of Qixi as he gave orders.


The truth was gradually beginning to emerge. Only two people were left. For a moment, the room was quiet, everyone taking a breather as they waited for Xu Keyi's final report. But things did not develop in the way they expected.


"Reporting!"


Around an hour later, a scout rushed into the room in a panic.


"Lord Xu has sent back word. The last two targets suddenly began to turn back. Lord Xu asks what he should do next. Should we continue the operation?"
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"What?!"


The report from the scout was tantamount to a boulder being thrown into the room, instantly causing massive waves to toss and turn in the minds of everyone present. Even Wang Chong and Li Siye were flabbergasted by this news, and the seated Wang Chong leapt to his feet.


"How could it be like this?"


"Weren't they heading to the capital? Why would they go back?"


"Returning means that without our even needing to eliminate them, they eliminated themselves. But then all five of them are eliminated. What's going on here?"


"Lord Marquis, I recommend that Xu Keyi still investigate them!"


This news had swept through their minds like a whirlwind, completely upsetting the tempo. No one had predicted that their last two targets would decide to return, and yet this wasn't even the most surprising news they would hear today.


"Reporting!"


At this moment, another scout charged into the room.


"Lord Marquis, Lord Zhang Que has sent back word that the three targets originally eliminated have begun to hurry their advance. He asks from Lord Marquis whether he should follow them!"


Buzz!


The room that had been buzzing with chatter just moments ago instantly went silent. Everyone stared at Wang Chong, their shock clearly written on their faces.


This matter was full of twists and turns. Those that had been suspicious were suddenly not, and those that weren't suspicious were suddenly back to being suspicious. Everyone felt helpless and confused. What should they do next? A clear and open situation had transformed into a befuddling riddle, a thick fog wrapping around them.


"How could it be like this?"


Wang Chong was even more unsettled than his subordinates. Fumeng Lingcha's emissary should have a black tattoo of the 玉 character on his wrist. Those three didn't have one, so they could be eliminated, and the other two had gone off to the plateau, followed by Zhang Que's birds, so they could also be eliminated. Only those two people had been left.


He had believed that he just needed to find that person with the tattoo on their wrist to settle it all, a simple affair that should have gone off without a hitch. Where had the problem been? Why had those two suddenly begun to head back?


Could it be… am I wrong…


At this moment, Wang Chong's face was grim and his mind was a hive of activity.


This situation was different from what he had predicted, so he had to find out where the discrepancy was.


"Lord Marquis, Xu Keyi is still waiting. Those two will soon return to Qixi. Should we continue to investigate them?" someone softly said to Wang Chong.


Wang Chong said nothing, continuing to think. But this incident was still growing more and more complicated. A little while later, another panicked scout entered the room.


"Reporting!


"Lord Marquis, it's bad! Lord Zhang has sent back word that one of the three targets vanished! We've lost the trail!!"


If the people in the room had still been able to maintain their composure from the previous news, they immediately panicked now. Fumeng Lingcha and the marquis had clashed quite a few times, and he had even been willing to use the Tibetans. He was truly someone willing to go to every extreme to deal with Wang Chong.


If they could not seize this chance and topple Fumeng Lingcha, they couldn't bear to imagine what life would be like in the City of Steel. Although they didn't know why such a thing had happened, they had no doubt that the vanished target was the true holder of Fumeng Lingcha's important message.


"Lord Marquis, it's too late. Why don't we seize them and search their belongings? We'll definitely be able to find that person!"


"That's right, Lord Marquis! The missing person must be the true target. We were tricked by Fumeng Lingcha."


"Lord Marquis, let's go after them!"


"Lord Marquis, let me go!"


"Let me!"


Everyone felt an intense urgency. Time was quickly passing, and if they didn't find that missing person, they would definitely face complete failure.


"Wait a moment!"


Just when all of them were agitated, each of them volunteering to search for that person, a cold voice rumbled like a peal of thunder within the room.


"Without my order, no one is permitted to move!"


Wang Chong's order settled the matter, his firm resolve immediately pulling the officers back to earth.


"Everyone, do not act without permission. Comply with Lord Marquis's orders!"


Li Siye scanned the room before turning back around and striding to Wang Chong's side.


"Lord Marquis, if necessary, I can move at any time. Although I don't know where he is, as long as I'm diligent, I believe that I can find him."


Li Siye spoke these words so softly that only he and Wang Chong could hear them. Although he had no idea what was going on, there was a high chance that Wang Chong had made an error in judgment, though no one present was willing to mention it.


"It's not right!"


Wang Chong shook his head as if he hadn't heard Li Siye. His expression was lacking any of its usual confidence, grim and stern.


"This matter can't possibly be that simple!"


Countless thoughts were working through his mind, the memories from that event of his past floating before his eyes. Fumeng Lingcha didn't know of his existence. To be more precise, Fumeng Lingcha had no idea that Wang Chong knew of the secretive collusion he had with that prince. There were no secret countermeasures being enacted specifically against him.


This was the prerequisite which allowed Wang Chong to form the plan to remove him.


…In addition, the matter at the center of the Xueyang Palace Incident was of such importance that Fumeng Lingcha would never let a messenger bird carry the message. It's too important for that. Fumeng Lingcha would definitely send one of his trusted aides. Thus, that crucial letter tying Fumeng Lingcha to one of the princes must be on one of those five subordinates.


Wang Chong continued to silently ponder.


In other words, Fumeng Lingcha has no reason for such complicated arrangements, not unless he noticed something!


This thought was like a bolt of lightning cleaving apart the curtain of the night. Trembling, Wang Chong shouted, "Cheng Sanyuan, ask Zhang Que again if he noticed anything else strange. I want to know all the details, anything suspicious! Tell me everything!"


Wang Chong's sudden bark and his grave complexion made all the officers realize that he had discovered something.


"Yes!"


Cheng Sanyuan left without another world. Zhang Que's reply quickly arrived.


"Milord, Zhang Que said that nothing strange happened."


"Ask again!"


"Milord, there truly was nothing abnormal."


"Ask again!"


"Milord, Zhang Que has replied that other than seeing several carrier pigeons while following the three targets, he truly didn't notice anything strange. That matter didn't seem very important, so Zhang Que put it aside and didn't report it."


Buzz!


The other officers hadn't yet realized the importance of this news, but Wang Chong's pupils constricted as if he had been stabbed by a needle.


"Order Zhang Que to withdraw all his birds. They should remain grounded, and any pursuit is forbidden.


"Inform Xu Keyi to immediately withdraw all his soldiers. In addition, attempts to sound out the two targets currently returning are forbidden, as is any pursuit. Without my order, no one is permitted to make the slightest move!!!"


With these final words, Wang Chong fiercely clenched his fists.


He had greatly underestimated Fumeng Lingcha!


This bastard was even more cautious than he had imagined. The critical moment was coming, and if Fumeng Lingcha felt the smallest doubt, all of Wang Chong's efforts would be for nothing, gone with the wind.


"Lord Marquis, what did you realize?" Li Siye whispered.


Wang Chong's two orders were simply inexplicable. One of the three targets had vanished, and the two other targets were picking up the pace, yet Wang Chong had ordered that everyone should withdraw, not follow. All the officers were left scratching their heads, but Wang Chong's authority was supreme in the City of Steel, so no one except Li Siye dared to question his decision.


"…Lord Marquis, did Fumeng Lingcha notice?"


"Mm!"


Wang Chong nodded.


"We only cared about determining which of the targets was the true one, but we forgot about how prudent Fumeng Lingcha was being. It's not important that we can't find that man with the black tattoo of the jade character on his right wrist. The most important thing is to allay Fumeng Lingcha's worries."


"But how did Fumeng Lingcha notice us? We were very careful to not make anything seem unnatural," Li Siye said, his brow creased.


All the methods for sounding out the targets had been decided in advance, after careful thought and consensus. It was only after they were sure that these methods were natural and not liable to stir any doubts that they decided on them. Li Siye didn't understand how they had aroused Fumeng Lingcha's suspicion.


"You don't understand."


Wang Chong gave a deep sigh. Not even Li Siye understood the reason, so he held no hope for the others. If Fumeng Lingcha hadn't run into Wang Chong, his plan would succeed eight or nine times out of ten.


"At present, we've used three methods: a young beggar, a carriage crash, and a large group of cavalry. The one most liable to arouse suspicion was the carriage crash, but we first had the carriage crash into other carriages before 'accidentally' hitting the target's carriage, minimizing the chance the target would get suspicious. Purely on its own, this wouldn't be anything to worry about, but if these incidents were to all crop up around the same time, if you were in Fumeng Lingcha's position, wouldn't you also get suspicious?"




"This…"


Li Siye was left stunned, and not only him—everyone else in the room was dumbfounded by Wang Chong's words. True, every incident had been played out to perfection, but when added together, their performance had been anything but.


"But, these five targets were all very far from Qixi. How did Fumeng Lingcha know so quickly…"


The moment the question left Li Siye's mouth, he realized, and his voice began to dwindle away.
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"You understand now?"


Wang Chong gave Li Siye a profound glance, knowing that he had understood the crux of the matter.


"Those carrier pigeons that Zhang Que thought nothing of were the key to all this. Fumeng Lingcha, that wily fox, is far more difficult to deal with than we imagined, far more cunning and crafty. If my guess is right, although he didn't know of our existence, he gave each of his subordinates a carrier pigeon so that they could inform him as soon as anything strange happened. Zhang Que was too careless. I'm guessing that after those targets were inspected by our people, they found a secluded place to release their carrier pigeons. Zhang Que was tricked!"


In the end, Wang Chong couldn't help but sigh. Zhang Que was truly quite an outstanding individual, but he hadn't taken into account who his opponent was. Fumeng Lingcha was a Protector-General with an incredibly shrewd mind. Even Wang Chong had to devote a hundred percent of his focus when dealing with him, much less Zhang Que.


"Right now, we're not dealing with those five people on the road, but Fumeng Lingcha in the distant Qixi Protectorate headquarters. This period is critical. If we can't make Fumeng Lingcha lower his guard, then our next move is meaningless, because our chances of success are zero," Wang Chong said.


This operation was no longer a simple sounding out of the five targets for the one with the tattoo. It had gradually morphed into a contest with Fumeng Lingcha, a contest that involved no flashing blades and swords, no fire or smoke. Yet the result of this contest would decide the future structure of Qixi, the fate of an Imperial Great General, the fate of himself, and the fate of Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi and his tens of thousands of elites.


The room was quiet as Wang Chong's orders were passed on.


"Lord Marquis, Zhang Que has finished his withdrawal!"


"Lord Marquis, Xu Keyi has pulled back all his troops!"


Two messenger birds flew into the City of Steel, delivering the confirmation that Wang Chong's words had been fully carried out. At this time, the people in the room did not even dare to breathe too loudly. If Wang Chong's judgment was wrong, they would quickly lose sight of the targets and miss out on this opportunity. If Wang Chong's judgment was correct, then the situation was even more serious, as it meant that they had failed the mission before even finishing the first phase.


The air was fraught with tension, so quiet that one could hear a pin drop.


Time slowly passed as they waited.


"Lord Marquis, we've lost track of all three targets. We no longer know where they've gone!"


This report quickly arrived. Although they couldn't follow or probe the targets, they would dispatch a single person to observe them at set intervals, but even this group had lost trace of those three. The air in the room instantly became stifling.


No one said anything, but all of them looked out of the corners of their eyes at Wang Chong.


"There's no need to rush. Wait!"


Wang Chong closed his eyes and slightly leaned back. His expression was cold and unpanicked. Abnormal events always had a culprit, and so he could be sure that Fumeng Lingcha was waiting for any sign of movement from his side, but no matter what Fumeng Lingcha did, his tricks were useless against Wang Chong.


All that mattered now was which of them had the most patience.


This was a contest between him and Fumeng Lingcha.


Time continued to amble forward.


Seven minutes!


Fifteen minutes!


Thirty minutes!


One hour!


……


Everyone in the room remained silent, the mood slowly turning more oppressive. None of them doubted Wang Chong's decisions. After all, Wang Chong had amply proved his wisdom and foresight many times already. And yet, from the current situation, it appeared that this time, Wang Chong… might have been wrong.


Lord Marquis!


Even Cheng Sanyuan and Su Shixuan couldn't help but look at Wang Chong. No one believed that Wang Chong had done anything terribly wrong in this situation, as everyone would make mistakes, but the consequences of this matter weren't so simple. Given the importance with which Wang Chong regarded this matter, they all believed that they might have lost the final chance to deal with Fumeng Lingcha.


Starting from now, whether in Qixi or in Wushang, Wang Chong would forever be restrained and restricted by Fumeng Lingcha.


As the morale dropped in this tense room, none of them knew that in another place, the air was even more solemn and fraught with tension.


……


"Milord! Our people are all in position, but none of them have noticed anything strange."


In the main hall of the Qixi Protectorate, a Hu general bowed as he gave his report to Fumeng Lingcha. Across from him, the fully-armored Fumeng Lingcha was seated imposingly on his throne that symbolized the authority of the Qixi Protector-General, his body exuding a majestic aura, his eyes shut. Nobody could tell what thoughts were running through that unmoving figure.


"Look again!" Fumeng Lingcha sternly said.


This was already the third time he had given exactly this order, but none of the generals around him dared to question him.


The Hu general quickly left with the order. Fifteen minutes later, he returned.


"Milord! Qi Bo-er and the others have already picked up speed, but they still haven't noticed anyone following them."


"Look again!"


"Milord! They have already investigated three times and still haven't noticed anything."


"Look again!"


"Milord! Qi Bo-er and the others are about to reach Sand Pass, but they still have not noticed anything."


"Look again!"


"Milord, Qi Bo-er has not noticed anyone within sixty kilometers!"


"Look again!"


"Milord! Qi Bo-er and Yi Laluo have arrived at Sand Pass. Qi Bo-er has inquired via carrier pigeon whether he should continue?"


With this final question, the hall seemed to brighten as Fumeng Lingcha suddenly opened his eyes. Everyone around him was silent and still as they awaited Fumeng Lingcha's decision.


What's going on? Was my intuition off?


Fumeng Lingcha's eyes flickered, and for the first time, a hint of hesitation appeared on his face. Fumeng Lingcha had always been cautious, even more so when matters involved that prince in the court. Thus, for this operation, Fumeng Lingcha had dispatched five people to the capital. If one of them encountered any problems, Fumeng Lingcha would instinctively feel uneasy, much less two of them.


A young beggar had run into one of them, while the other's carriage had been struck by a runaway carriage.


These two incidents were absolutely normal on the Silk Road, but Fumeng Lingcha's innate caution was triggered nonetheless. Consequently, he had summoned back two of his subordinates while telling the other three to pick up speed. If someone really was following them, Fumeng Lingcha was confident that these actions would leave his mysterious opponent panicked and confused.


As long as this opponent picked up speed to follow his men, Fumeng Lingcha's men stationed on the roads would notice. If his speculations were confirmed, Fumeng Lingcha would immediately have the letter destroyed.


It was better to be safe than sorry, and though Fumeng Lingcha didn't believe that anyone knew about his secret correspondence with that prince, Fumeng Lingcha didn't dare to take any risks. After all, border Great Generals entering the War of the Princes had always been a massive taboo.


Was I wrong? Were those two incidents really just accidents?


Fumeng Lingcha appeared unmoved, but internally, he was, for the first time, beginning to doubt his decision. Much time had passed, and his men, wearing various disguises, had surveyed the area quite a few times, but they had found nothing. If someone really had been following his subordinates, they should have left at least a few clues.


At the very least, there should have been some tracks in a range of sixty kilometers.


As Fumeng Lingcha continued to think, time seemed to stop.


Meanwhile, Wang Chong was also thinking in silence. For some reason, he felt like he was lacking something.


"Cheng Sanyuan, is that cavalryman who crashed the carriage still there?" Wang Chong suddenly asked. This question instantly grabbed the focus of everyone present.


"He is," Cheng Sanyuan said without a thought.


"Tell Xu Keyi to dispatch that cavalryman back to Qixi to have the carriage repaired. They have to use the official road, and they must be seen by the Hu merchants."


The officers were all baffled by the order, but seeing Wang Chong's composed expression, none of them dared to object.


"Yes!"


Cheng Sanyuan paused for a moment before quickly leaving with the order.


With Cheng Sanyuan's departure, the room fell back into its silent and dejected mood. Not at all worried, Wang Chong only smiled.


Fumeng Lingcha, let's see what you do next.


With this thought, Wang Chong settled back down to wait.


……


"Reporting!"


Within the Qixi Protectorate headquarters, a scout strode into the main hall and kneeled.


"Milord! There's a report from Qixi that the person who crashed into Qi Bo-er's carriage has come back and is currently down in the marketplace, grumbling and cursing as he has the carriage repaired."


"What?"


This news made Fumeng Lingcha shiver as he stood up from his throne.


"Is this news confirmed?"


"Milord! Our people have confirmed this news three times. In addition, our people have made inquiries and have found nothing wrong with that person's identity. He's just a small-time merchant who accidentally crashed his carriage into Qi Bo-er's carriage, and he's already paid compensation," the kneeling scout earnestly said.


Standing in the hall, Fumeng Lingcha continued to waver and hesitate. Seeing that Fumeng Lingcha was saying nothing, the other people in the hall endeavored to make as little noise as possible. After some time, Fumeng Lingcha's eyes finally turned hard. He had made a decision.


"Pass on my order. Call back Qi Bo-er and Yi Laluo from Sand Pass. In addition, have Qifu Li and the others continue on the original route!"


"Yes!"


With this ringing order, everything was settled.


Fumeng Lingcha exhaled and plopped back down onto his throne.
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In Wushang's City of Steel, everyone was still waiting in silence. They had lost contact with all five targets, and their morale was at its nadir, though no one was willing to come out and say it. Yet at this very moment, the completely unexpected occurred.


"Reporting!"


A scout rushed into the hall. "Lord Marquis! We've received news that the last two targets are not returning to Qixi. Our forces have not seen any sign that they're coming back!"


"Ah!"


"How could that be? Given the time that's passed, they should already be back!"


"That shouldn't be. Has the situation changed? What's going on here?"


This news sent shockwaves through the gathered officers, and all of them were struck dumb. Even the slowest of them could sense that something wasn't right. Quite a few hours had passed since those targets had begun to make their way back, and logically speaking, they should have arrived or been about to arrive at Qixi. That they had still not returned could only mean one thing: they had never planned to return to Qixi in the first place.


And things were only just getting started.


"Reporting!


"Lord Marquis, Zhang Que has sent a report that the three missing targets have reappeared and are currently beginning to return to Qixi. Lord Zhang requests orders on what he should do next."


"Reporting!


"Lord Marquis, Xu Keyi has sent a report that those two targets that we didn't inspect who turned back have suddenly reappeared on the road. Lord Xu requests orders on what he should do next."


These two pieces combined left all the officers in a daze.


The twists and turns had happened far too quickly, and no one knew what was happening or why it was happening.


"Hahaha!"


Wang Chong suddenly began to laugh, a smile finally appearing on his face.


"As expected, Fumeng Lingcha, you took the bait!"


Although no one else in the hall had understood what was going on, Wang Chong knew that he had guessed right, bet right, and done right. Fumeng Lingcha's actions of having three of his men speed up and the other two go back was truly an attempt to lure his opponent out, but in this contest, he had still lost.


"When evildoers rise one foot, the righteous rise one zhang. Fumeng Lingcha, in the end, you still couldn't restrain yourself," Wang Chong laughed.


He could be almost certain that ordering Xu Keyi to send back the horseman who had crashed the carriage had played a critical role. Otherwise, there was no explaining how Fumeng Lingcha had so quickly decided to resume his plan after the order had been carried out.


"Tell Xu Keyi and Zhang Que to go according to the original plan. Follow those two targets, but until they reach the point that they originally turned around, they shouldn't be alarmed. As for the other three… since they've already turned around, there's no need to worry about them!" Wang Chong declared, his orders immediately rousing his men to life.


"Your subordinate understands!"


The scout quickly left.


All the officers in the room had rather ashamed expressions. It was now very obvious that Wang Chong's judgment had been correct. If they had pursued those missing targets, they would have failed and attracted Fumeng Lingcha's attention. When they thought about how they had been so certain that Wang Chong was wrong just moments ago, they felt even more embarrassed.


Wang Chong waved his hands and indifferently said, "Haha, it's fine. There's no need to worry about such minor trifles. Get moving!"


In an exchange with a crafty individual like Fumeng Lingcha, even Wang Chong, with all his future knowledge, had to commit all his focus, much less his subordinates. This sort of performance was very normal. It was still not the time for them to participate in contests of this level.


With this, everything is settled!


Wang Chong looked out the door. It seemed like the dark clouds over the City of Steel were finally dispersing, and he felt a sense of relief washing over him.


……


Xu Keyi quickly sent back news that they had found the man with the black tattoo on his right wrist. It had been one of the two people they had been tracking, and both Xu Keyi's men and Zhang Que's rock eagles were currently following him.


But there was still one last problem. Wang Chong had no way of confirming whether the letter was in that person's hands or Fumeng Lingcha had sent the letter separately.


"Lord Marquis, since we've confirmed the target, we could just capture both of them at the same time," Cheng Sanyuan proposed. "That letter will definitely be with one of them."


"That's not necessary. Fumeng Lingcha has definitely sent his trusted subordinates, so we just need to confirm that it's these two. There's no point in stirring Fumeng Lingcha's wariness for a minor matter like this. In addition, both Wushang and Sand Pass are too close to Qixi. We can't guarantee that Fumeng Lingcha has no other tricks up his sleeve to ensure that the letter is transported safely. Careless movements are far too dangerous, and Fumeng Lingcha might react excessively," Wang Chong said, but he kept a few reasons unsaid. This matter involved not just Fumeng Lingcha, but that prince in the capital. A problem in Qixi that could stir that prince's doubts would also lead to a failure in this matter.


As was said many times, removing an Imperial Great General like Fumeng Lingcha was no simple task.


"Li Siye, write a letter to King Song with a drawing of the target. Let him handle what comes next."


"Yes! This general will go!"


That vigorous voice came from behind him, and then Li Siye left, his armor clattering.


Flapflap!


A few moments later, a carrier pigeon flew off toward the capital.


With everything taken care of, Wang Chong felt like he had been relieved of a great burden.


"Reporting!"


Another scout strode into the room, bringing with him a gust of wind. "Lord Marquis, a lady called Xu Qiqin outside has requested a meeting with you. She says that she is your friend."


"What? So fast?!"


Wang Chong's eyes brightened in joy. As the scout looked on in astonishment, he flew out the door.


Buildings stood tall in the City of Steel, and the place was bustling with activity. This barren land was gradually taking shape into a proper city, undergoing a complete transformation.


Although Fumeng Lingcha had taken the credit for the battle of the triangular gap, those scions who mingled with Wang Chong understood what had really happened.


This major victory had provided a massive boost to construction within the city. Many of the great clans now had incredible faith in the safety and defenses of the City of Steel.


If not even this army that could slaughter the brave and fierce Tibetans was strong enough, then there was probably no force in the world that would ever be strong enough.


Many clans in the capital had increased their investment, putting in seven or eight times the initial amount, some of them even ten times.


This massive amount of capital bolstered the construction speed of the City of Steel to new heights, and the difference from before was like that between night and day.


Wang Chong strode past ornate buildings, gardens, ponds, and transplanted flowers. Finally, at the open city gates, he saw that familiar figure.


She was wearing a white dress, her pitch-black hair falling like a waterfall down to her waist. She had her side facing him as she stood by the gate, her exquisite curves clear. Next to her, an orderly stream of carriages loaded with goods was flowing through the gate. As she oversaw the process, her every movement was calm and confident, and she seemed like a beautiful fairy who had descended to the mortal world. The barren and remote land of Wushang seemed to become fresher and more beautiful at her presence, as if it had transformed into a garden of blooming flowers.


"Xu Qiqin!"


Wang Chong inwardly rejoiced, his excited voice ringing through the City of Steel.


That figure in the distance seemed just a tiny bit strange, but also wholly familiar. After three months, Xu Qiqin had become even more moving, and Wang Chong couldn't help but smile at the thought.


Xu Qiqin's body trembled as she heard the voice, and she subconsciously turned her head. At that moment, the picturesque landscape of her face seemed to be illuminated by the light of the spring sun, bathed in the cool breeze.


This smile was so dazzlingly beautiful that Wang Chong stopped in a daze.


"Wang Chong!"


Xu Qiqin strode forward, the joy on her face evident.


"This is the City of Steel you spoke of? It's even grander than you described in your letters!"


Xu Qiqin had a smile on her lips, and she acted like she had already spent some time in the City of Steel. Her eyes glimmered with admiration as she looked around at the city towering around her. Although she had imagined what this city would look like, seeing it for herself made Xu Qiqin realize that it was far more stunning than she had expected.


When she thought about how all this was Wang Chong's handiwork, she couldn't help but admire him even more. That youth who had defeated her in chess within Deflecting Blade Manor was becoming more and more dazzling, more and more handsome. Nothing was impossible in his hands, and everything was easy. There seemed to be nothing in the world that he couldn't do.


"It truly is grand, but there's still some grandeur that only you can bring to reality. Let's go. I'll take you on a tour. In addition, you must be tired from your long journey. In a while, I'll have someone arrange your living quarters," Wang Chong said. He had brought Xu Qiqin from the capital to Wushang for the sake of handling the affairs of the Western Regions.
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Any city that was built up from nothing had a thousand things that needed to be done, and the many facets of building up a fief were not something that Wang Chong could handle alone. Of those at Wang Chong's side, only Xu Qiqin had this kind of ability. She was capable of handling a diverse array of tasks in an orderly and appropriate fashion. More importantly, battles were not simply contests of soldiers, but also logistics.


For the future Battle of Talas, Wang Chong couldn't possibly divide his attention on so many tasks. He needed someone to help him bear some of the burden and handle the logistics.




"Mm."


Xu Qiqin gave a faint smile as she followed Wang Chong.


The two standing side by side were a young and beautiful couple, attracting countless gazes in the City of Steel. Xu Qiqin followed Wang Chong, a smile on her face as she curiously viewed her surroundings, completely unaware that she and Wang Chong had become the center of attention.


……


Time slowly passed, and while Wang Chong was handling the affairs of his City of Steel, on another battlefront, Zhao Jingdian was handling the matters related to the cement road.


"Hey! Ha!"


As signals were called out, an unprecedented gray-white road of cement was being built from the capital to the Western Regions, like an awakening dragon extending its body along the vast earth.


Countless great clans were pouring an endless flood of manpower and resources into the 'cement road'.


On the road to the Western Regions, several dozen li of roads were built every day, sometimes even several hundred. This flat, smooth, and tough road made everyone sigh in praise.


The sight of this unprecedented road system taking shape and rapidly extending under their efforts filled all the participants with joy and excitement.


The Silk Road was the Road of Gold, the most famous road in the world. The people who traveled east and west along this road were the most famous and wealthiest of merchants, trading jewels, agate, spices…


If this road were completed, all of them could expect to see an enormous profit.


Rumble!


Rolling wheels could be heard. While the thousands of workers were at work, a special carriage draped in blue-green curtains traveled along the cement road, extremely eye-catching and obvious.


But none of the workers paid this any attention. After all the time they had labored over this road, these workers were all used to the presence of this carriage.


It would set out from the capital every morning, traveling along the newly-built road. At noon, it would start its journey back.


This routine had repeated day after day.


Within the spacious carriage, a fawning voice cautiously asked, "Lord Zhao, how is it? Are you satisfied?"


While all the laborers were busy with their duties, there were few people to notice a corner of the curtains being raised and two pairs of eyes silently gazing out.




"Mm."


Zhao Jingdian gave a small grunt of approval as he continued to watch those workers pour water again and again on the new cement road.


The cement road could not simply be built and then just left to its own devices. After construction, it needed to be watered. Wang Chong had repeatedly emphasized this point in his letters, so Zhao Jingdian had viewed it with similar importance.


"Haha, it's fine as long as Milord is satisfied! Our alliance is currently managing everything and will do its utmost to assist Lord Marquis in extending the cement road from the capital to Wushang. In addition, our clans also have stock in Wushang's City of Steel… did I use the word 'stock' right? It's so strange… in short, we're in the same boat as Lord Marquis, all on the same side. Lord Marquis's problems are our problems, yes indeed…"


Next to Zhao Jingdian was a somewhat sleazy-looking clan expert. He paused here, and then continued with a flattering expression.


"With regards to the construction of the road, can you try and change Lord Marquis's mind so that we can use the existing road to the Western Regions? This will save time and energy and be of benefit to everyone. Does Milord not agree?"


Zhao Jingdian's brow furrowed, and when he turned to this clan expert, his expression had chilled.


"Do I need to give you Lord Marquis's message again? 'No' is 'no'. This condition is not up for negotiation. Anyone who violates this point will be withdrawing themselves from the alliance. Everything regarding the Western Regions, including the cement road, will cease to have anything to do with that clan."


Zhao Jingdian's gaze was as sharp as a sword, and the clan expert hurriedly lowered his head before those threatening eyes.


The two were discussing a clause in the contract Wang Chong had made with the alliance of clans. All the cement roads would have to be new and could not be built upon the pre-existing Silk Road. This meant that the clan alliance would, besides the expenditure on lime, clay, aluminum ore, sand, and stone, also have to spend a great deal of money on digging out new roads.


From a commercial perspective, this was not beneficial to the clan alliance.


Thus, wave after wave of representatives from the clan alliance had attempted to lobby Zhao Jingdian. There had been more than twenty attempts now, as Zhao Jingdian could not bother to keep count, and he had firmly refused each time. Zhao Jingdian had asked Wang Chong about this matter, and Wang Chong had been very frank as to the reason.


The moment the cement road appeared, it would be a grandiose and unstoppable flood. Wang Chong fully expected that, with or without his approval, the cement roads would quickly become popular throughout the Great Tang, owing to the ease of traveling over them and the incredible weight they could bear.


This meant that cement roads would appear all across the Great Tang, not just between the capital and the Western Regions.


Wang Chong wanted to avoid having the clan alliance build cement roads over the original road network and then collect tolls from them. This would only incur the resentment of the common people and make this engineering project meant to benefit the entire country into one that only exploited the people.


Such a result was contrary to Wang Chong's intent.


Thus, Wang Chong would never agree to this proposal, and he would repeat his refusal as many times as necessary.


No matter how much the clan alliance tried to lobby him, Zhao Jingdian would never agree.


"Lord Zhao, please forgive me. This one misspoke." The clan expert quickly attempted to change the subject.


Zhao Jingdian didn't continue to needle the point, and moved on. "At the current speed, how long will it take until the road reaches Wushang?"


"This… Around four or five months."


The expert's response was no longer very energetic. It was clear that Zhao Jingdian's reply was not the one he had hoped for, and his morale had been rather badly bruised.


"We don't have that long. This sort of progress is too slow."


Zhao Jingdian frowned. This number was far larger than he had predicted.


"Tell the clan alliance that even though Young Master won't agree to using the original official roads to build the cement roads, if the road to Wushang is completed in three months, Young Master can give an additional five percent of the profits from the tolls to the alliance. If the road is finished in two months, Young Master will give the alliance an additional ten percent."


The dejected expert's eyes instantly brightened, and his face was quickly exuberant.


"Lord Zhao is speaking the truth?" the expert asked with shining eyes.


The contract between Wang Chong and the clan alliance was perpetual. All cement roads built in the Great Tang would be administered and bound according to the clauses of that contract. It might only be five or ten percent, but the amount of wealth behind these measly numbers was nigh unimaginable.


And even decades, centuries, perhaps even millennia later, this contract would still be effective.


This was the true allure of this agreement between Wang Chong and the clan alliance.


If Wang Chong could relinquish ten percent of the profits for all time, the clan alliance would be chomping at the bit, willing to pay any price to extend the cement road to Wushang.


In comparison to the massive profits they stood to gain, the losses they incurred would be vanishingly small.


Rational analysis would make any great clan reach this same conclusion.


"Our Young Master's promises have always been worth their weight in gold. Has he ever gone back on his word?" Zhao Jingdian indifferently replied.


"Wonderful! Milord, please wait a moment. I will return to the alliance to discuss this with the elders! …The elders will definitely agree!"


The expert immediately pushed open the door to the carriage and jumped out, proceeding like a bolt of lightning to the headquarters of the clan alliance.


Bang!


Just as expected, Wang Chong's offer quickly stirred a massive wave within the clan alliance. No one had expected Wang Chong to relinquish such a large share of the profits, and none of them could resist the temptation. The clan alliance's reply was swift.


'Deal!!'


With this new contract signed, the construction speed of the cement road accelerated, becoming almost frenzied. For the sake of those profits, the great clans sold off properties and businesses, pouring out all their money, even dispatching experts to oversee the work.


In a flash, the construction speed shot up to several times the original speed.


……


Time continued to fly by as the construction on the cement road continued. Meanwhile, in a place nearby, a tense atmosphere was slowly building up.


"How is the investigation going?"


As night began to fall, a luxurious carriage was parked on the side of the road, outside the southern gate of the capital. Next to the carriage was a man of some forty years, his hands held behind his back, his body exuding a noble aura as he silently waited. People passed by and around him, but just by standing there, the middle-aged man was like a crane standing amongst chickens.


Such was the demeanor of this middle-aged man that even the nobles of the capital would appear like fireflies attempting to flaunt their light in front of the bright moon.


"Replying to Your Highness: we have finished the investigation. On the Qixi side, a child called Zhang Que was following them, but when it came to this side, Old Eagle took over the responsibilities. In addition, it is said that the child Zhang Que is Old Eagle's disciple."


To the left and right of King Song stood his old butler and Lu Ting. The old butler was bowed, his lips moving in an unhurried manner.


"In addition, we have just received word that the trusted subordinate Fumeng Lingcha dispatched did not enter through the western gate, the gate most often used by the Hu merchants. Instead, he made a detour and entered through the southern gate."
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"Mm."


King Song gave a slight nod. Fumeng Lingcha was the Qixi Protector-General, and enjoyed a high status and great influence. In his early years, he had had a chance to meet this Great General. Though this most senior of the Imperial Great Generals appeared crude and boorish, he was actually an exceptionally shrewd man.


The trusted aide that Fumeng Lingcha had dispatched from Qixi had been extremely careful, not taking the usual roads to the capital and traveling on many detours. Sometimes he would stop, sometimes he would turn around, and he would even occasionally make his way onto a completely different road. In short, trailing him was extremely troublesome. As he approached the capital, this subordinate became even more cautious, making a large detour so that he would enter through the southern gate instead of the western gate.


Subordinates emulated their superiors, and King Song was completely capable of seeing the characteristics of Fumeng Lingcha on this man.


"Bring out the drawing. Since that child Wang Chong views this matter with such importance and even entrusted me with it, I can't allow any mistakes. So many people go through the gates that Old Eagle's birds might not be able to keep up. Watch carefully. He can't be allowed to sneak into the city without our knowledge," King Song firmly said.


"Yes!" The old butler and a black-clothed expert with an icy expression replied in unison.


King Song was an Imperial Prince of the Great Tang, and after several generations, his house had built up a vast reserve of resources and many experts, not just the old butler. The black-clothed expert was one of them.


Time slowly passed, and as the darkness deepened, King Song and his party melded into the shadows, their presence dwindling into nothing. None of them moved, transforming into sculptures on the side of the road. After some time, when the gates were almost about to close, the turbid eyes of the old butler suddenly began to shine with a sharp and hawkish light.


At almost the same time, King Song's eyes twitched and his body straightened. Though he remained motionless, his eyes had fixed upon a turbaned Hu merchant whose eyes seemed to be focused on the ground. Although this Hu merchant was doing his utmost to remain inconspicuous, he was quite obvious in this gate that was normally traversed by the Han.


Both smart and dumb.


King Song chuckled as he suddenly strode out, walking against the flow of the crowd. He stopped in front of the Hu merchant, stopping him from going any farther.


"Qifu Li, I've been waiting for you for a long time."


Such simple and softly-spoken words might as well have been a peal of thunder in this Hu merchant's ears. His shoulders trembled as he raised his head, his deep, blue eyes wide open with shock.


"Hmph, exactly who I'm looking for."


King Song didn't even need to check the drawing. Just the reaction of this Hu merchant was enough to confirm that he was Fumeng Lingcha's trusted subordinate. Qifu Li instantly felt intense danger, and his dantian exploded with a storm of energy. But before he could do anything more, a silver shoe lightly stamped on the ground. An inconceivably powerful energy traveled through the earth, instantly blasting through the Hu merchant's defenses and surging through the Yongquan Point at the sole of his foot on into the rest of his body. In mere moments, all of Qifu Li's body was under King Song's control.


King Song had moved with such speed and subtlety that the battle had started and concluded before the surrounding crowd had even noticed.


"Your Highness, Young Master Chong's drawing! It's him without a doubt," the old butler whispered as he emerged like a ghost next to King Song. The unfurled paper in his hands contained a drawing of a Hu that exactly matched the Hu merchant in front of them.


"It's him!"


Lu Ting had also come over, and he used a hand to raise the sleeves of the Hu merchant, whereupon he spotted the black 玉 character branded onto his right wrist. Lu Ting didn't know martial arts, so he was of no help in intercepting Fumeng Lingcha's subordinate. He had another purpose.


"Qifu, if you were coming to the capital, why didn't you tell us? Haha, didn't your grandfather say that he wrote a letter for me? Hand it over; let me take a look."


Lu Ting was all smiles as he extended a right hand and smoothly extracted a letter from Qifu Li's bosom. Lu Ting had a very calm expression, giving off the feeling that he was an old friend of the merchant's, and nobody noticed anything strange. Swish! The letter was opened and a white sheet of paper removed. His eyes squinted and smiling, Lu Ting began to scan the letter.


And then his eyes locked onto a cinnabar seal stamped on the lower right corner of the paper.


Lu Ting lowered his head and whispered so that only King Song and the old butler could hear. "Your Highness, it really is the seal of Fumeng Lingcha's Qixi Protectorate. Your subordinate saw it once in the records of the Bureau of Military Personnel. There's no doubt about it."


Lu Ting's task in this operation was simple. He just needed to see whether Fumeng Lingcha's letter was real or forged.


Buzz!


At these words, both King Song and the butler paled. King Song immediately took the letter from Lu Ting and read it over, and as he did, his face morphed into a grimace. Everything Wang Chong had said in his letter had been confirmed, but this was not King Song's true concern. He was not at all surprised by Fumeng Lingcha's ambition, and he had expected this day ever since their first meeting many years ago.


The thing he truly cared about was the name of the Great Tang Prince that Fumeng Lingcha had sworn fealty to in the letter.


"Haaah…"


King Song placed the letter in his sleeve as he gave a long sigh, disappointment in his eyes. The capital was buzzing with rumors about the prince mentioned in the letter. But King Song had always believed that those of the imperial household, the descendants of the true dragon, would have some sense of right and wrong.


The Great Tang was the Great Tang of the Han, and its realm was the realm of the Han. Emperor Taizong had relied on his martial prowess to subdue the world, not on the Hu to voluntarily swear fealty to him. Different things had different priority, and the empire also had its primary and secondary goals. King Song didn't believe himself to have any prejudices against the Hu, but he saw the Hu as emphasizing the primacy of the strong over the weak, with no concept of benevolence. The only true empire was the empire of the Han, which ruled with the concept of benevolence, creating the current situation where Hu and Han co-existed in peace and order.


That prince carried the blood of the true dragon, had the strength and qualifications to inherit the throne, yet he did not even understand this basic principle. On the contrary, he colluded with a Hu Great General on the border, a massive taboo for the princes. For such a prince to be enthroned was a disaster in waiting. King Song had always viewed all the princes of the palace with the same kindness and had no inclinations toward one prince or the other.


But collusion with a Hu Great General, shaking the very basis of the Great Tang's rule, was something King Song could not accept.


"Let's go. There are too many people here. We'll talk it over in the carriage."


King Song's mind was buzzing with thoughts, but he quickly turned and began to walk toward that unmarked carriage on the side of the road. Behind him, the old butler and the black-clothed expert picked up Fumeng Lingcha's subordinate and carried him into the carriage.


"Hyah!"


The carriage began to move, quickly passing through the city gates and vanishing amongst the bustling streets.


……


"Your Highness, what do we do now? Should we give the letter to His Majesty?" Lu Ting said.


The mood was heavy in the carriage. Lu Ting had been the first to see this pledge of fealty to that prince, but upon entering the carriage, the letter had been passed around to everyone else before finally returning back to Lu Ting's hands. The contents of this letter were far too shocking. If the communication between this prince and Fumeng Lingcha were to get out, it would provoke a massive storm.


No, not a massive storm, but an earthquake that would shake the Imperial Court.


Although Wang Chong had already mentioned this matter in his letter, only after they truly saw that secret pledge of fealty did they feel the true weight of this matter. Right now, the right to choose rested with King Song's party. It was up to them to expose this matter or not.


"What did Wang Chong say in his letter?"


A complicated look flickered through King Song's eyes as he turned to Lu Ting.


"In truth, Your Highness needn't trouble yourself over this. Your Highness has always remained apart from the matters of the Imperial Palace. Young Master Chong also predicted this and knew that Your Highness would be very conflicted, even after learning of this collusion. Thus, Young Master Chong said that Your Highness does not need to worry about or involve yourself in this affair. Your Highness only needs to quietly watch. When the time comes, Your Highness will naturally understand," Lu Ting calmly said.


Lu Ting felt a great deal of admiration for that Wang Clan scion in distant Wushang. He had been there at the very start, a witness when Wang Chong had brought his little sister Wang Xiaoyao to Vast Crane Pavilion, and he had seen how Wang Chong had snatched victory from the jaws of defeat in the southwest and been made a marquis. He had also seen how Wang Chong's farsighted plans in the Western Regions had, step by step, made the region more stable.


Lu Ting felt incredible pride in his heart.


Lu Ting had always enjoyed promoting the younger generation, and Wang Chong was the one that made Lu Ting feel the proudest. His ascendant path had proved Lu Ting's earliest judgments. This was a true pillar of the state, a blessing for the Great Tang and its people.




"Mm."


Hearing Lu Ting's advice, King Song finally gave a nod. That youth was gradually growing into a capable person, someone who could take on a part of his burdens and worries.


"Since that child Wang Chong says that he has everything taken care of, let's just do as he says."
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"Yes, Your Highness!"


Lu Ting gave a solemn and subservient bow.


Lu Ting did not go back with the others to King Song's residence, instead stopping midway and returning to the official residence provided to him by the Imperial Court. After closing the door, he was left alone in the hall, with the only illumination being the dim light peeking in through the shuttered windows. After pausing for a moment, Lu Ting finally opened the letter in his bosom.


King Song's judgment had been correct. Wang Chong had not only written to a letter to him, but also to Lu Ting as well.


'To Academic and Teacher Lu, respectful greetings from Student Wang Chong…'


Upon opening the letter, he was immediately greeted by that familiar and twisted handwriting.


"This handwriting is just as awful as ever!"


Lu Ting felt all his tension wash away as he saw the words, and he could barely suppress his laughter.


"Already the Young Marquis, the Son of Heaven's disciple, a master of strategy, yet you can't spend a little time practicing your handwriting? Would anyone believe that this was a letter written by a marquis, and one who was a descendant of the revered and sagely minister Duke Jiu?"


Lu Ting's critical comments belied the warmth he felt in his heart. Of all the people that Lu Ting had interacted with, whether they made their name early or late, only Wang Chong had been able to maintain his original intentions, preserve his loyal heart. It was said that one could see what a person was like from how they wrote, and it was obvious from Wang Chong's handwriting that he was still the one that Lu Ting had first met with.


Lu Ting began to read the letter again.


The contents of the letter were very simple. Other than the matters related to King Song, Wang Chong had also included one other request. He hoped that Lu Ting could use his formidable forgery skills to make a copy of Fumeng Lingcha's oath of fealty to that prince, imitating the red seal of the Qixi Protectorate as well, and then deliver this copy to the prince.


Only this would prevent that prince from being alarmed and suspicious.


Wang Chong wanted everything to proceed along its original course. He wanted both Fumeng Lingcha and that prince to continue their secretive correspondence, but with that crucial original oath of fealty safe in King Song's hands.


"Haaa, Fumeng Lingcha, you should have just been satisfied with your Protector-General position. But now, you want to support that prince onto the throne, change the government, and then build up your own independent territory in the future. This is unprecedented, and His Highness King Song won't tolerate this, nor will the Great Tang allow this. More importantly, you shouldn't have provoked that man!"


Lu Ting shook his head and sighed as he unrolled a sheet of paper and placed it on the table. Taking up a brush, he took out Fumeng Lingcha's oath of fealty and placed it to the right side of the table. After thinking for a few moments, he began to write, his brush dancing across the paper.


A few moments later, an exact replica of the letter had appeared on the table. If it weren't for the fact that the ink on the left copy was still wet and there was no seal, it would be impossible to distinguish the forgery from the real.


After finishing the copy, Lu Ting immediately opened a secret compartment, in which lay a Protector-General seal that he had prepared in advance. Once the ink on the letter had dried a little, he stamped the letter with the seal.


"This should be enough."


Lu Ting gave a sigh of relief.


As an academic, and one with ties to King Song, Lu Ting was able to enter many places, and he had a deep understanding of the jade seals used by the Protector-Generals of the empire. These were special seals that were impossible to completely duplicate, but it was still possible to create a seal that was almost completely identical.


At the very least, while Lu Ting had seen several Protector-General seals, that person deep within the palace had never seen one before. Someone of Lu Ting's abilities could easily deceive that man.


Creeeeak!


At this moment, the door to the hall was pushed open, letting in a ray of light and casting a massive shadow onto the floor. The old butler, his hands enclosed within his sleeves, slowly walked over, a leisurely expression on his face. Even at this distance, Lu Ting couldn't hear his footsteps or sense his aura. He was truly like a nonexistent ghost.


"How is it? Is it ready?" the old butler asked in his low and hoarse voice.




"Mm."


Lu Ting nodded, apparently unsurprised by the old butler's appearance.


"Good."


The old butler glanced at the letter on the table and nodded.


"His Highness is an Imperial Prince of the Great Tang, a member of the imperial household, so it's best not to inform him of this matter. I presume this is why that child Wang Chong wrote the letter to you. Leave the next part up to me. I will find an appropriate Hu to deliver the letter to that prince."




"Mm."


Lu Ting nodded, a grim expression on his face.


"What do people like us matter? What's important is the welfare of the Great Tang. As long as it is of benefit to the country and to the people, what would it matter if our bodies were pulverized? But, with regards to Young Master Chong… if possible, I had hoped that he was not involved in this matter. After all, he's still young, with limitless potential."


Forging the seal of a Protector-General was not a laughing matter. Once exposed, the penalty would be death and extermination of the entire clan. Thus, Lu Ting had concealed this matter from King Song. In Lu Ting's view, the fewer people that knew, the better, with the ideal case being that Wang Chong also knew nothing of the matter.


"In truth, there are times when even I don't know what that child is doing."


Upon hearing Wang Chong's name, the old butler turned pensive.


"But, no matter what he does, I can be certain of this: he understands the consequences of everything he's doing and that everything he does is of benefit to the country. This is why we and King Song are willing to pay any price to assist him. As for what you speak of… although I don't know why he seems so mature despite still being a teenager, I sense that he's already predicted every possible scenario, already cast aside his own life and death… otherwise, he would have never gone off to the southwest alone."


With these last words, the pair in the hall fell silent.


In the aftermath, Wang Chong's excursion to the south seemed more frightening than dangerous, but only those involved knew just how fraught with danger and death it had been. At the time, many people had already treated Wang Chong as dead.


No one understood why Wang Chong had put aside his peaceful life in the capital as a scion of a great clan and chosen to heedlessly rush down the path of certain death to the southwest.


Even now, this fact still left people shocked.


That youthful body concealed an enormous and frightening energy that would make one's soul tremble, not out of fear, but out of solemn respect. One felt a deep desire to protect such a youth, to pay any price to assist him in his efforts.


"I only hope that I can live a little longer so that I can do as much as I can to help that youth!" Lu Ting said.


"I share the same view."


The old butler took the letter from the table and left.


Around an hour later, a Hu with a black tattoo of the 玉 character on his right wrist took this letter and entered the palace.


……


Several days later, a black messenger bird flew into Wushang's City of Steel.


"Lord Marquis, Lu Ting has sent a letter saying that everything Young Master spoke of has been taken care of."


"Oh?"


Wang Chong took a sip of his tea and then put down the cup with a thoughtful look in his eyes.


"Write a reply to him saying that I thank him for his troubles, and that there's no need for him to do anything else."


Wang Chong stood up from the table as he spoke. The developments in the capital were progressing faster than he had expected. If all went as planned, that prince would be so invigorated and arrogant because of the letter that he would lose himself in joy and begin his operations. And not long after that, the Xueyang Palace Incident would occur.


In the Great Tang, this incident was second only to the Consort Taizhen Incident.


"Is it a matter regarding Fumeng Lingcha?" A melodious voice came from next to him. Xu Qiqin was sitting at the table, her white clothes and light smile making her as beautiful as a fairy.




"Mm."


Wang Chong gave a smile and a nod. Xu Qiqin was currently aware of many of Wang Chong's plans. Without her logistical support, Wang Chong would have died in the war of the southwest, so he no longer hid very many things from her.


"Fumeng Lingcha took your credit and has tried many times to get you killed. In the Regional Commanders Incident, it was him who had you locked up in the imperial prison, so you really shouldn't be affected by him. Is your unease because of that prince, then?"


Xu Qiqin's eyes shone with watery light as she spoke.


"It seems like I can't hide anything from you," Wang Chong admitted as he smiled back at Xu Qiqin. Xu Qiqin had been bestowed with both grace and intelligence, and so even his smallest actions, his putting down the cup and walking a few steps from the table, had been enough for her to detect his unease. In his last life, he had never spoken with that prince, nor had he ever intervened in the War of the Princes.


But even though he was doing this for the Great Tang, Wang Chong still felt rather uneasy over his actions.


Xu Qiqin put down her tea cup and attempted to allay Wang Chong's worries. "In truth, this is how you should really be thinking: even without you, this incident would still take place. You didn't really change anything, just pushed it forward. Every person's fate is in their own hands. If that prince had an upright personality, just like your grandfather Duke Jiu or Emperor Taizong's Bright Minister of the Left, Imperial Censor Wei1, then no matter what others did, they would never be able to harm him. In the end, this was all his choice."



______________
1. The 'Imperial Censor Wei' being referred to is most likely Wei Zheng, an official who was viewed with high regard by Emperor Taizong and was often very frank with his criticism.↩
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Wang Chong was dazed. It was true. Every person had to decide their own fate. Although Xu Qiqin didn't know the future like he did, she had still ended up drawing the same conclusion. That prince would always have the same fate, and whatever Wang Chong did wouldn't have changed anything.


As Xu Qiqin said, every person's fate was in their own hands.


"Haha, okay, let's not talk about this. We should talk about the Western Regions, as that's something that only you can handle. In addition, I also hope that you can take care of the transactions with the Turkic horse merchant Hulayeg. We've just finished the first batch, but there will still be more transactions to follow. Besides that, handle the Hyderabad ore from Sindhu as well. The money in the City of Steel is basically all used up, so we might have to rely on the warhorses to get any extra money," Wang Chong said.


"Haha, in truth, that's actually not much of a problem. If you're lacking money, just sell off that steel fortress at the triangular gap to the country, or perhaps build another steel fortress nearby and sell off that one to the court. Right now, only you have the ability to build such fortresses, and if the Imperial Court can use them as bases to keep out the Tibetans, I'm confident that many of the officials in the court and the Bureau of Personnel and Bureau of Revenue would be happy to pay any price."


Xu Qiqin had a big smile on her face, and she spoke with the persuasiveness of some skilled master, as if nothing in the world could cause her any trouble.


"Sell the fortress?"


Wang Chong turned his head around, his eyes bright. Although he had known that Xu Qiqin would be the King of Logistics in the future, he had no idea that she was so open-minded. In the Great Tang, the backwardness of its construction techniques meant that building a city was often expensive and time-consuming, and even after all that, it would only look good on the surface.


In comparison, Wang Chong's steel fortresses seemed to require a great deal of labor to build, but very little time. Most importantly, the defensive capabilities of these steel fortresses were far above those of the fortresses of the past. This was precisely what the ministers of the Imperial Court needed.


"And it's not just that. Since you were able to negotiate with the Sindhi to monopolize their business in the Central Plains, why couldn't you do the same for your steel fortresses? If you're worried that others could learn the techniques to build them, you could pour solder over the entire city so that it becomes a solid whole and can't be dismantled, then burn the diagrams. The Western Regioners aren't as deft with their hands as the Han, so even if they get the diagrams, it wouldn't be useful to them. Moreover, without massive steel production to support it, knowing the secret would be useless."


Xu Qiqin stood up and slowly walked behind Wang Chong, her eyes shining with wisdom and a perception that seemed capable of seeing through all things.


"…After all, the Western Regions are a barren place with many rocks. Your steel fortresses could play a very important role here. In addition, the kingdoms of the Western Regions are extremely wealthy, possessing countless numbers of pearls, jewels, and agate. No matter what your opening price is, I'm confident that they would still buy. Not only that, you don't just need to sell your steel fortresses to the Western Regions. You can also sell them to Sindhu, and the price doesn't need to be in gold. Instead, you can build a fortress for them in exchange for the Wootz Steel from Hyderabad. I'm sure they would happily accept such an exchange. After all, I hear that Sindhu is often attacked by other countries. If you do this, you can also prolong your trade relationship with them."


"Haha, okay! As expected of a talented lady of our Great Tang. In the future, you are certain to be the Empress of Logistics. We'll do everything as you say."


Wang Chong's eyes glowed as he looked at Xu Qiqin, and in the end, he couldn't help but heartily laugh.


……


Time slowly passed, with no one aware of what had transpired in the capital except Wang Chong and King Song. Several days later, in the evening, an unsteady figure tottered out of the western gate of the Imperial Palace, smelling of alcohol. The light of the lanterns behind the tall and thin figure drew out a long shadow on the ground.


"Come, another cup! Pour! More…"


The man was muttering to himself. If one looked carefully, one could see that he was wearing an official's hat, and his cheeks were rosy red, a clear sign that he was drunk.


"It's the Xiayuan Festival. Come, everyone, a toast to His Highness."


As the weather chilled, the number of pedestrians on the streets dwindled, with only two or three people on these normally bustling roads. But even so, white clouds of steam were rising from the homes lining the street, mixed with the aroma of cabbage and meat filling. It was fifteenth day of the tenth month, the Xiayuan Festival, when the people made offerings to their forebears and the Three Great Gods.


On this day, all the marketplaces would close up early so that the common people could return and eat dumplings with fillings of white cabbage and meat, and give offerings to their ancestors.


The rolling of wheels on the road caused the drunken man to raise his head. A carriage with purple curtains parked next to him. The curtain was raised, and a middle-aged man wearing a turban poked his head out.


"Eh, isn't this Left Deputy Secretary Yang?"


Although he was dressed in leisure clothes, this man's every movement exuded the aura of an official.


"Lord Xia? Why are you here?"


Yang Chao belched, still capable of recognizing the man despite his intoxication.


"Lord Yang, it's such a chilly day, so why are you out here alone? Let's go. Everyone is already present. You're the only one missing. Hurry and get on!" Xia Yeshu urged from his carriage.


The drunken Yang Chao was just about to refuse the offer when a hand reached out of the carriage and pulled him aboard. "Let's go," Yang Chao heard at his ears, and then the wheels began to roll forward.


In his drunken stupor, Yang Chao had no idea what places the carriage was going or where it ultimately stopped. He could only tell that when the carriage stopped, two people on his right and left picked him up and carried him into a restaurant.


In contrast to the cold weather outside, the restaurant was as warm as a spring day. Laid out in the restaurant was a long table that was only two feet and four inches wide. This table had been built of sandalwood and covered with a layer of lacquer to maintain the veins in the wood, and it emitted a refreshing fragrance.


White fog coiled around both sides of the table, where people wearing scarves and dressed in leisure clothes were casually seated. Hot food and drink had been served, and it was clear that the assembled guests had been drinking for some time before Yang Chao's arrival. He didn't pay much attention, and Xia Yeshu quickly guided him to an open seat.


On the side, someone was offering him a wine cup, chopsticks, and a plate, while another person was filling up his cup from a wine jar.


"Lord Yang, my apologies. Lord Cao is over there, and Lord Zhang has come as well. I need to go and drink to their good health."


Xia Yeshu's voice rang out in his ear, sounding both near and far, there and yet not there. Yang Chao grinned and carelessly waved his hand as he drained his cup.


"Go, go!"


Yang Chao was getting immersed in the mood, the warmth of the restaurant and the clinking of cups having an invisible effect on him. Unattended, he was quite happy filling his cup and drinking by himself.


After some time, at the height of Yang Chao's intoxication, a drunken voice came from the corner of the restaurant, loud and resentful. "Let me tell you, that Fourth Prince is getting too arrogant. It's clearly forbidden to ride horses in the Imperial Palace, but he rode one in on the official road…"


The Fourth Prince?


Yang Chao belched as he perked his ears. He recognized the voice as belonging to a minor official of the Crown Prince's Library, and yet this person continued to loudly voice his complaints.


"The prince is so amazing, he can't even see us normal people! He almost trampled me with his horse!"


The man drunkenly belched as he continued his rant, appearing even more intoxicated than Yang Chao. Someone was apparently trying to stop him, but he remained obstinate, continuing to complain with little awareness of what he was saying.


"Although every prince has a right to inherit the throne, someone like him can spend several lives and never become Emperor. Riding a horse in the Imperial Palace, does he think he's a Turk? Pah!"


Buzz!


The raucous restaurant instantly fell quiet, all the patrons turning to the inebriated official.


"Just which official is this? This is far too impudent."


For some reason, Yang Chao found himself rather incensed at this man's complaints.


He searched his memories and recalled that this was Zhou Cheng, a secretary of the Crown Prince's Library, a minor official that had about as much status as a bean. He had once been an auxiliary official for the Bureau of Revenue, but he had never been able to accomplish much, so he was eventually demoted to his current position as a recorder of what materials went through the Crown Prince's Library.


But this Zhou Cheng was apparently so drunk that all his disappointment and resentment was being let out at this time, and he was only getting worse and worse.


"There's been a rumor spreading around the palace for a long time that the Fourth Prince has Turkic blood. In my view, he's a descendant of the Hu. Riding a horse in the palace and recklessly traversing the official roads—just what sort of fool inside or outside the court would support a man of such character? Tomorrow, I'll tell this to His Majesty, and then he'll never get a chance to sit on the throne!" Zhou Cheng ranted.


"Impudent!"


Yang Chao was getting angrier and angrier, and he finally slapped the table and cursed.


"A trifling secretary of the Crown Prince's Library dares to make such shameless claims! Is the Fourth Prince someone you can slander so? The Fourth Prince is wise and heroic, so why can't he be Emperor? Even if you don't support him, there are others who will—many, many people."


Yang Chao was getting more emotional the longer he went on, his cheeks growing more flushed. He paused for a moment as he drained the wine in his cup.


"Pah! Who will support him? Is it you, Yang Chao? Can you say it? Huh? Let me tell you, the Fourth Prince doesn't deserve to be a prince, much less deserve to inherit the throne and become Emperor!"


Zhou Cheng lashed out, his voice even louder than Yang Chao's.
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"Bullshit," Yang Chao loudly declared. "Lord Zhang and Lord Zhao of the Bureau of Military Personnel, Lord Xie and Lord Li of the Bureau of Revenue, Lord Chen and Lord Shen of the Bureau of Personnel, and there was even Lord Lu and Lord Huang… all of them were there, celebrating the Xiayuan Festival with the Fourth Prince. There were even honorable Protector-Generals of the borders. They all support the Fourth Prince in his claim to the throne. I was at that party just now; I saw it for myself…"


Buzz!


The moment Yang Chao finished speaking, the entire restaurant fell silent, all noise vanishing without a trace. It was like one had been transported from a bustling and crowded marketplace to a remote desert. Countless gazes were aimed at Yang Chao, all of them suffused with shock.


Meanwhile, the words had barely left Yang Chao's mouth when he realized that he had been too loose with his lips. As astonished eyes bore down on him, Yang Chao felt his heart drop to frigid temperatures. And it was only now that Yang Chao recognized where he was.


He was in the capital's famed Blue Sky Pavilion, and almost half of the officials of the court had been gathered in the restaurant, with members of the Bureau of Military Personnel, Bureau of Personnel, Bureau of Punishments, Bureau of Revenue, and Bureau of Works all present. Even Imperial Censor He Zhang was here, staring at him with a dour expression.


Fuck!


Yang Chao felt like he was drowning, his complexion ashen.


……


Boom!


Like a boulder crashing into a lake, the incident in Blue Sky Pavilion sent a tempest raging through the capital. On the morning of the next day, Imperial Censor He Zhang submitted a memorial to the Imperial Court impeaching Yang Chao, and the words spoken in that restaurant made the entire court quake.


A prince of the Great Tang had been privately courting important officials of the court and colluding with border generals, a massive taboo in any era.


Before the morning court session had even concluded, Yang Chao had been seized and imprisoned. But this was only the beginning, as the incident at Blue Sky Pavilion would soon bring even greater storms.


Almost half the court had heard Yang Chao's words, a fatal blow that affirmed Yang Chao's crimes.


"The Fourth Prince, using the excuse of honoring ancestors and celebrating the Three Great Gods for the Xiayuan Festival, invited all the members of his faction within the court for a banquet. These people were distributed across all departments of the Six Bureaus, and in recruiting men to his side, the Fourth Prince even courted the Great Generals of the border. Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi, Qixi Protector-General Fumeng Lingcha, Beiting Protector-General An Sishun, Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han… the Fourth Prince wrote a letter to almost all the Hu Protector-Generals and Great Generals, inviting them to support his ascension to the throne." (TN: Previously, the author had it so that An Sishun was Vice Protector-General of Beiting, with the explanation that the position of Beiting Protector-General was left vacant because the imperial household controlled it. The author has apparently changed this, so An Sishun will henceforth be referred to as Beiting Protector-General.)


The information that Yang Chao had confessed in the imperial prison spread through the entire court on the same night, unleashing an unprecedented storm.


For the Fourth Prince to invite those court officials who supported him for a banquet was not anything strange. Although it did not comply with the conventions of the court and the Sage Emperor had never permitted such a thing, the War of the Princes had always been a test of mettle to see which of the princes was skilled enough to become Emperor.


Hadn't the Sage Emperor also privately courted his own faction when he was a prince?


The crucial point was those other names on Yang Chao's signed confession: Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi, Qixi Protector-General Fumeng Lingcha, Beiting Protector-General An Sishun, and Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han. Each of these names represented an ascendant individual of the Great Tang, a Great General who wielded vast authority over many soldiers.


The presence of any of these names on a list would result in a major incident, much less four of them.


Boom!


Thunder pealed in the sky. Even the Sage Emperor had been greatly alarmed and enraged by this incident.


The day after Yang Chao was arrested, Zhang Xian and Zhao You of the Bureau of Military Personnel, Xie Po and Li Chang of the Bureau of Revenue, Chen Tuan and Shen Xin of the Bureau of Personnel… all the officials who had attended the Fourth Prince's Xiayuan Festival banquet were arrested. The Imperial Army had carried out this operation, with the Eunuch Overseer presiding.


And everyone knew that this storm was far from over.


"Damn it! This Yang Chao can't do anything right! If I knew things would turn out like this, I would have never invited him. I was too careless! This bastard drinks far too much, resulting in today's disaster. Not even death would be enough for him!"


In Xueyang Palace, a middle-aged scholar at the Fourth Prince's side was apoplectic. If looks could kill, Yang Chao would have been killed countless times by now.


"Enough!" the Fourth Prince bellowed, halting the scholar's rant. He appeared much calmer and more composed than this aide of his. Only his gloomy eyes and ashen complexion revealed his true emotional state. More and more details about Yang Chao's tirade were emerging, and even though he had been arguing on the Fourth Prince's behalf, this meant nothing to him.


"Has everything been taken care of?"


The middle-aged scholar lowered his head and said, "Replying to Your Highness: on the night Yang Chao was arrested, we took care of everything. All evidence that could harm Your Highness has been destroyed. Even for that crucial letter from Fumeng Lingcha, after Your Highness tore it to pieces, we gathered up the remains and burned them to ashes so that the Imperial Clan Court wouldn't be able to piece it back together."




"Mm."


The Fourth Prince nodded, his expression improving.


"As long as there's no firm evidence, those officials in court will just be chasing after shadows. No matter how much the imperial censors criticize me, Imperial Father won't be able to pin any crime on me. But if they find any solid evidence, none of us will have any chance."


The Fourth Prince turned grim and dejected, for a moment revealing the worries that plagued his mind.


Disasters were sent down by the heavens, and he had never expected the incident at Blue Sky Pavilion. However, as a prince, he could not leave, could not flee, couldn't even leave the palace. Not only that, the only appearance he was allowed to show was one of calm composure, and the more dangerous the situation, the less panicked he had to be.


"Your Highness, be at ease. Nothing will happen."


The scholar attempted to comfort the prince, though his expression was still rather gloomy. They had just obtained the support of a Protector-General and many important officials of the court. Their ambitions were high and they had been at the top of the world, ready to put grand plans into motion. Who could have expected that the situation would suddenly change, dropping straight into the abyss?


Hiss!


The Fourth Prince took in a deep breath as he calmed himself down. He had never been much of a one for repentance. Even now, he had not given up.


"Imperial Father has already restricted my movements, but Yang Chao is of minor status, and his words alone don't have much persuasive power, so Imperial Father can't use them to actually imprison me. But once Zhang Xian, Zhao You, and the others start to be interrogated, everything will change. Imperial Father will probably have me jailed in the imperial prison. Write a letter to Fumeng Lingcha for me telling him that we've already taken care of that letter. When the time comes, no matter what happens in the Imperial Court, all he has to do is feign ignorance and completely deny any relationship to remain unscathed. In addition, tell him to wait for this storm to pass and for me to be released. Our agreement is still in effect, and I hope that he remains true to our oath," the Fourth Prince sternly said.


"Yes, Your Highness. This subordinate will do so," the middle-aged scholar respectfully said.


A centipede could die, but it would never fall over. The Fourth Prince was currently restricted in his movements, but after working for so long, he still had some capabilities. Sending a few letters was still not a problem. The Fourth Prince gave a few more orders after that. This was the critical moment, and he had to forge for himself the highest chance of survival.


"Stand aside!"


"The Sage Emperor has issued a decree. The Fourth Prince is invited…"


Five minutes later, the clattering of armored footsteps could be heard outside, marching toward Xueyang Palace. At this sound, the Fourth Prince and his aide both paled.


"Quickly, go!"


The Fourth Prince pushed the scholar away. At almost the same moment, the door to the palace flew open, and a fully-armored imperial soldier strode in.


"Fourth Prince, please!"


……


Bang!


With the Fourth Prince arrested, the effects from the 'Xueyang Palace Incident' that took place during the Xiayuan Festival were quickly felt, erupting onto the political scene. All the people who had attended the Fourth Prince's banquet had already been arrested, their cases to be heard jointly by the Imperial Clan Court, the Court of Judicial Review, and the Bureau of Punishments, with several Imperial Princes presiding.


Not only that, even the Sage Emperor's trusted aide, Eunuch Gao, had been dispatched to investigate this case. From this, one could easily see the severity of the situation.


As those arrested officials began to confess, one thing became clear: in order to build up his own faction and contend against the many important officials that supported the First Prince and Second Prince, the Fourth Prince had made the unconventional move of courting the Hu Protector-Generals and Great Generals, these Hu officials who wielded vast and very real military power.


Based on Zhang Xian's confession, the Fourth Prince had obtained the loyalty of either one or a few of these Hu Protector-Generals, as well as that of their subordinates. There was even a signed oath of fealty that offered their full support in assisting the Fourth Prince in taking the throne.


Yang Chao's words could be disregarded as nonsense. After all, this was a revered prince of the imperial household. The casual tirades of a single man could not decide his fate. But the confessions of Zhang Xian, Zhao You, and the other officials of the Six Bureaus made this incident take on a completely different character.


It was no longer just Yang Chao saying that the Fourth Prince was colluding with the Hu Great Generals and planning rebellion. It was now beyond doubt.


"Bastard!"


When this news came out, the hitherto silent Sage Emperor exploded with rage, and the political circles of the empire experienced an unprecedented earthquake. In the space of a single day, the Sage Emperor sent twelve edicts together with his personal token to Beiting, Anxi, Qixi, and Longxi, requesting these four Great Generals to come to the capital and explain themselves.


The Sage Emperor's rage sent massive waves through the empire.


The entire court was fraught with tension, and the Xueyang Palace Incident that had taken place in the distant capital made powerful individuals like An Sishun, Gao Xianzhi, Fumeng Lingcha, and Geshu Han quiver in fear and unease.
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With the world at peace, there was little that could enrage the Sage Emperor, much less cause him to issue twelve edicts with his personal token.


This could only mean one thing: the Xueyang Palace Incident was far more serious than many people had expected, having broken one of the Sage Emperor's greatest taboos.


……


In the distant Qixi Protectorate headquarters, the mood was grim and dour.


When that incident in the capital erupted, the Qixi Protectorate was sapped of all the joy that came from being rewarded by the Imperial Court for the battle they had taken credit for. In the gloomy hall, the Hu generals all had lowered heads and nervous expressions.


"Has everything been taken care of?"


A thick voice, suffused with a despotic air, came from the upper reaches of the hall. Fumeng Lingcha was seated upright on his throne, his face a sheet of ice. However, compared to his subordinates, he was much more composed, displaying the demeanor of a Great General.


"It's all been taken care of," a wise-looking Hu general to Fumeng Lingcha's left said. "Qifu Li has already been informed by messenger pigeon to return as quickly as possible and without attracting anyone's attention. In addition, we've carefully written the letter so that it will attract no suspicion, nor will anyone associate it with us."


As one of the concerned parties, Fumeng Lingcha had been one of the first to react upon the eruption of the Xueyang Palace Incident. No one was more concerned than him about this matter. After all, Fumeng Lingcha had actually pledged his loyalty to the Fourth Prince, even sending him an oath of fealty upon which he had placed all his future prospects.


"Milord, what of the Fourth Prince's side…"


A few of the Hu generals in the hall hesitantly looked at Fumeng Lingcha.


"Relax!"


Fumeng Lingcha waved his hands, his expression confident and assured, imbued with a persuasive strength.


"The Fourth Prince won't be so stupid. No matter the time or condition, he will never give me up. If he doesn't give me up, he still has a chance to stage a comeback, but if he does give me up, this matter will take on a whole new level of severity."


"But the rumors in the capital already contain Milord's name, and the Sage Emperor is furious. His people have already come asking questions, bringing several of his personal tokens with them. We worry that this matter will end poorly for Milord."


The generals all looked worriedly at Fumeng Lingcha.


Even Fumeng Lingcha's calm and composed face couldn't help but waver a little. The Sage Emperor's rage was far more worrisome than the matters regarding the Fourth Prince. Although Fumeng Lingcha appeared composed, he knew that he could not remain completely unaffected. However, he needed only a few moments to regain his composure.


"None of you need to worry. I have many plans. I'm an old subject of the Western Regions, the earliest of the Hu Great Generals, and I've accomplished many deeds for the sake of the Great Tang. No matter how furious the Sage Emperor is, without firm evidence, His Majesty has no grounds to punish me. Regardless of how the situation develops, I will always be Qixi Protector-General. No one will be able to move me from this spot."


As Fumeng Lingcha said these words, his body exploded with a storm of majestic energy, his majestic eyes exuding a dazzling light. With his many years serving the Great Tang, the Xueyang Palace Incident was far from the only difficulty he had encountered. Although he did not possess as deep an understanding of the workings of the Imperial Court as the Han, he had come to understand at least one principle. As long as he was still Qixi Protector-General, as long as he still commanded a large number of troops and fended off the Tibetans and Turks for the empire, the Sage Emperor would not heedlessly remove him.


This was also why he, as a Hu, had been able to stand firm in the Imperial Court of the Han for so many years.


These confident words immediately lightened the mood in the hall.


"Reporting!"


A Hu scout rushed into the hall and got down on one knee. "The capital's Boruchel has sent a letter. Milord, please take a look!"


Buzz! Fumeng Lingcha's pupils constricted as if he had been jabbed by a needle. 'Boruchel' was not an ordinary Hu name, and Fumeng Lingcha knew of only one person who used it.


"Hand it over!"


Fumeng Lingcha suddenly stretched out a finger, and the letter in the Hu scout's hand immediately flew through the air and into his hand.


"Haha, excellent! With this letter, my position in this Xueyang Palace Incident is as firm as a mountain. No one will be able to do anything to me!"


Fumeng Lingcha heartily laughed upon reading the letter, his chortling causing the entire hall to tremble. The laughter still echoing in the hall, Fumeng Lingcha quickly passed the letter around to his subordinates.


"Wonderful!"


"With this letter from the Fourth Prince, Milord can truly rest easy."


"Milord's safety is assured!"


The nervous and worried Hu generals were instantly invigorated by this letter, and the mood in the Qixi Protectorate became much more relaxed.


In the Turkic language, 'Boruchel' was a name of supreme respect, meaning a future rising sun. The Fourth Prince had always admired the bravery and courage of the Turks, so he had requested that Fumeng Lingcha give him a Turkic name, and this was the name that Fumeng Lingcha had selected. In all of the Great Tang, the number of people who knew this name were few and far between.


Fumeng Lingcha happened to be one of them.


His trusted Hu subordinates in this hall naturally knew about it as well.


The Fourth Prince's letter had been very simple. He told Fumeng Lingcha to be at ease, that everything had been taken care off, and there was no evidence left to incriminate him.


"Yinalou, draft a memorial for me to the Sage Emperor. Say that Fumeng Lingcha has done nothing and finds nothing to reproach himself over!"


With these final words, the entire hall fell back into peace and quiet.


……


"What was Fumeng Lingcha's reaction?"


Several hundred li from the Qixi Protectorate headquarters, in Wushang, Wang Chong was standing beneath a transplanted scholar tree, watching as the maids and servants dispatched by the great clans planted a flowerbed and watered the plants. Qixi had once been a barren land devoid of life, but it was slowly beginning to show a different kind of scene, one thriving with life and vitality.


"The Qixi Protectorate headquarters has been quiet, as if nothing has happened." A stern voice came from the giant figure of Li Siye standing behind Wang Chong.


"Fumeng Lingcha reacted rather quickly. Even after such a major incident, he didn't panic. It seems like he's confident that his back is covered. If I'm right, the Fourth Prince probably told him that everything was taken care of and he doesn't need to worry."


Wang Chong chuckled. Everything was happening in exactly the same way as it had happened in his last life. Fumeng Lingcha had experienced many storms and trials in his life, and he knew that his greatest weakness in the Xueyang Palace Incident was the oath of fealty. With the Fourth Prince telling him that this oath had been taken care of, Fumeng Lingcha naturally had nothing to fear.


"But if that's what he thinks, then he's truly too naive."


Wang Chong lightly snatched out at a leaf drifting in the wind.


"This incident won't come to an end so easily."


"Fumeng Lingcha probably doesn't know of Young Master's interference, but this matter won't be able to remain hidden for long," Li Siye worriedly said.


"Haha, there's no need to worry about that now. We'll talk about it when that time comes," Wang Chong carelessly said. The one he was thinking of at the moment was the imprisoned Fourth Prince. Although he felt a little remorseful, if he were presented with the same choice, Wang Chong would do it all over again. The Fourth Prince could be considered a strange one amongst the rest of the princes. Although he was an esteemed member of the imperial household, his likes were completely different.


Ever since he was a boy, this prince had been fond of the Turks and attempted to imitate them in every way. Wang Chong had heard many tales of him, many of which were later verified. When no one was around, he liked to wear Turkic clothes. On his birthday, he set up a Turkic tent in the middle of the Xueyang Palace. He learned how to eat and drink like a Turk, and enjoyed using knives to cut up beef and sheep meat. He also hired several Hu maids.


But these were all minor trifles. The Fourth Prince loved the Turks so much that even though he wasn't dead, he would summon his subordinates and have them ride horses around him in imitation of a Hu funeral, howling like wolves. Thus, the Fourth Prince's trying to court the Hu Great Generals, promising great rewards in exchange for their help in taking the throne, was only to be expected in Wang Chong's view.


But there was one thing that Wang Chong could not tolerate. In truth, the Fourth Prince had not only sent letters to Geshu Han, An Sishun, and Fumeng Lingcha. He had even thought about courting that traitor to the Great Tang, An Yaluoshan. Moreover, based on what Wang Chong had heard, the Fourth Prince had secretly provided a great deal of support to An Yaluoshan.


An Yaluoshan's rapid rise to power was inextricably tied to the Fourth Prince.


No matter what, Wang Chong could not allow this to pass.


Wang Chong would have loved to use this opportunity to bring down An Yaluoshan as well, but someone like An Yaluoshan was simply of too little status for anyone to care about him. Moreover, An Yaluoshan had always kept his hands extremely clean, and his collusion with the Fourth Prince was only revealed many years later.


Meanwhile, Li Siye had no idea what Wang Chong was thinking. He only nodded at Wang Chong's words. No matter the result, Fumeng Lingcha had to be removed. Li Siye and Wang Chong both understood that Fumeng Lingcha's presence would make it very hard for anything to be done.


"When is Lord Marquis prepared to have the people in the capital act?" Li Siye asked. "Scholar Lu has already sent a letter prompting you several times."


Although Wushang was far from the capital, with Old Eagle serving as go-between, a constant line of communication was maintained.


"It should be about time."


A solemn light appeared in Wang Chong's eyes. He appeared to be carelessly enjoying the scenery, but he was actually keeping a close watch on the situation, keeping abreast of everything going on in the capital.


"The fastest messenger bird needs at least two days to travel the distance between Wushang and the capital. Let Fumeng Lingcha be happy for two days. Tell Scholar Lu to begin as soon as he receives the letter."




"Yes."


Li Siye lowered his head and quickly left.
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While Fumeng Lingcha and Wang Chong were unperturbed, the Xueyang Palace Incident was having a completely different effect on the other areas along the Great Tang border.


In the Anxi Protectorate headquarters, Gao Xianzhi and Feng Changqing had met up, and the hall was bursting with unease and worry.


"Changqing, it was a good thing I listened to you back then and didn't collude with the Fourth Prince. Otherwise, both you and I would be beyond redemption," Gao Xianzhi said, his brow deeply creased, his head lowered as he paced back and forth.


"Milord, there's no need to be so worried. We did not actually collude with the Fourth Prince, so why should we worry about the Sage Emperor's fury?" Feng Changqing comforted.


"Although this really is the case, the incident this time can't be underestimated. The Fourth Prince did in fact try to court us, promising great rewards. If the Sage Emperor misunderstands this as collusion, all our future prospects will be destroyed," Gao Xianzhi sternly warned. There had been no small number of times when Great Generals on the border had been caught interfering in the War of the Princes and ultimately ended up being stripped of their rank and imprisoned. With this precedent, Gao Xianzhi couldn't help but worry that the Sage Emperor might misunderstand.


"Haaa…"


Feng Changqing gave a deep sigh. No outsider could have ever imagined how affected these Great Generals on the border would be by this incident. Unlike a veteran general like Fumeng Lingcha, who had nothing to fear, his commander did not have as long a history in the army. He had only been able to reach his position as Anxi Protector-General by relying on the Sage Emperor's favor, his extremely cautious nature, and his endless stream of achievements on the battlefield.


This was why he was constantly attacking other countries from Anxi, and his plan this time to attack the Shi Kingdom was no different. Only constant achievements on the battlefield could stabilize his position and gain the Sage Emperor's favor. Otherwise, once a situation like this occurred, while the other Great Generals might have nothing to fear, he and the commander would be the first to fall.


"Milord, things will turn out all right. Looking up, we have nothing to be ashamed about toward the heavens, and looking down, we have nothing to be ashamed about toward the earth. Our record in the Great Tang is one of merit on the battlefield, not mistakes and faults. If the Sage Emperor charges us with a crime, Changqing is willing to enter the capital and clear Milord of this injustice!" Feng Changqing earnestly declared.


Feng Changqing's words instantly made Gao Xianzhi see the light.


"Changqing, you and I have shared all our trials and tribulations for more than ten years now. How could I let you make such a sacrifice?" With these words, Gao Xianzhi gave another sigh and finally made his decision. "Haaa, forget it. Changqing, prepare some ink and paper for me. I will personally write a letter to the Sage Emperor explaining all the facts. The Sage Emperor is wise and courageous. He will definitely understand that I do not hold a traitorous heart."


Flapflap! A few moments later, a messenger bird flew into the air, headed for the distant capital.


……


Meanwhile, messenger birds were also flying out to the capital from Longxi and Beiting.


No person could ignore the will of the Sage Emperor, not Gao Xianzhi, Geshu Han, or An Sishun. All of them were apprehensive and fearful. All the Great Generals who had received that golden token sent back a reply as quickly as possible explaining themselves, hoping to wash away the Sage Emperor's doubts.


Time slowly passed, and the Xueyang Palace Incident continued to ferment. The replies and memorials submitted by the Great Generals caused even more attention to be placed on this matter.


This was the first time since the founding of the Great Tang that so many Hu Great Generals had involved themselves in the War of the Princes, so the attention it received was unprecedented. People both inside and outside the court were discussing it, speculating whether it was one or two of the Hu Great Generals who were colluding with the Fourth Prince, or perhaps… it was all of them?


The capital was so abuzz with chatter that even Han luminaries like Wang Zhongsi and Zhang Shougui were paying attention. Of course, the First Prince, Second Prince, and all the other princes in the Imperial Palace were watching as well.


"Big Brother, Fourth Brother is truly quite bold. He actually dared to collude with the Hu!"


In the palace of the First Prince, Second Prince Li Yao was on an angry tirade.


"If not for that senile bastard Yang Chao getting so drunk and confessing the whole thing, we would probably have never found out that he was up to such tricks."


"Second Brother, is there any need for such concern?"


First Prince Li Ying was seated in the upper reaches of the hall, one hand holding a tea cup and the other holding the cup lid. He gently wiped away the foam on the surface of the tea, gently blew, and then took a light sip, the tea sliding down his throat. The entire process was neat and orderly, his confidence presenting a stark contrast to Li Yao's frantic concern.


"Fourth Brother was also getting nervous, so he thought about borrowing the power of the Hu. Back in our grandfather Taizong's time, he was an undefeated conqueror. All the countries called him the Heavenly Khagan, and all the barbarians served him. Later on, these barbarian subjects were all willing to follow Grandfather Taizong in his conquests, with these people being the ancestors of the Hu within the borders. Fourth Brother was probably thinking of Grandfather Taizong when he thought of this method."


"Hmph, you seem to be quite composed. You can even speak up for him at a time like this. But if he had succeeded, just think about what would have happened," Second Prince Li Yao uneasily said.


The First Prince's expression was calm and unperturbed. It seemed like everything was under control, that nothing could ever affect him. He put down the tea cup and lightly said, "Ha, with everything exposed, the situation is set in stone. Why should Second Brother be so worried? Moreover, as long as I maintain my virtue and don't give him a chance, even if he had the support of all the Hu, what would he be able to do? In this world, Imperial Father's words are still the law. Shouldn't you be more concerned about our third brother? He's also spent quite some time in the Imperial Clan Court. Find a time to visit him and tell him to settle down a little and be a little more conservative. In addition, give him some paper and have him write a letter of repentance. As long as Imperial Father is moved and believes that he has changed, you and I can speak up for him. Besides, he's already been punished and has spent enough time in jail. Imperial Father is probably about to let him out.


"In comparison to our foolish fourth brother who allowed one Yang Chao to ruin everything he had worked for, I am more worried about our fifth brother Li Heng. In the past, both you and I understood Fifth Brother's situation, but you saw what happened in the last conflict. His plan proceeded step by step with confidence, and Third Brother ended up falling into the trap without even knowing it. There is clearly someone directing him behind the scenes, and I would never believe it if anyone said otherwise. Rather than worry about Fourth Brother, I'm more inclined to wonder just who that mysterious person is."


The First Prince's eyes widened for a moment, an astonishingly cold light emerging from them. But it was only for a moment, and the First Prince immediately regained that gentle indifference that revealed no flaws.


……


Time flew by, and the Xueyang Palace Incident continued to receive only more attention as more information was revealed. Meanwhile, the Sage Emperor's fury had reached its peak. The memorials of the Hu Great Generals had arrived at the capital and were quickly leaked, sweeping through the capital like a firestorm.


Each of them, without exception, had professed their fear at the Emperor's anger and claimed that they were unjustly accused. Most of them also stated that they did not collude with the Fourth Prince in any way, with only one of them admitting that the Fourth Prince truly had tried to court him, but had been sternly rejected.


Thus, an intractable problem had appeared. Although Zhang Xian, Zhao You, and the other officials had all claimed that the Fourth Prince had received the support of a Hu Great General on the border, this was only their account, and no records of this could be found in the Fourth Prince's correspondences with these Great Generals.


As for the Fourth Prince, he naturally claimed that there was nothing of the sort.


Right now, even though the confessions pointed at the Hu Great Generals on the border, there was no firm evidence tying any of them to this incident, not Geshu Han, An Sishun, Fumeng Lingcha, or Gao Xianzhi.


Moreover, even though they might have been Hu, they had all performed great services for the court, always keeping their hands clean, with Geshu Han even being personally promoted by the Great Tang War God and Crown Prince's Junior Protector, Wang Zhongsi. Privately, more people were willing to believe Geshu Han's words over the words of those officials who had confessed under the interrogation of the three agencies. The Fourth Prince had recognized the value of these generals and had tried to court them, but he had been rejected at every turn.


In truth, all the princes of the palace tried to court the powerful officials of the court, but they would usually be rejected. Rejection and success were two completely different concepts. Rejection meant that the offer had never happened in the first place.


Only success counted as colluding with the officials of court.


The words of Yang Chao, Zhang Xian, Zhao You, and the other officials were simply not enough to charge the Hu Great Generals with any crime. Each of them had prominent status, and could not be thrown into jail on mere hearsay.


If they were, what dignity would the important officials of the Imperial Court have left? The government would become a farce.


Yet just as the claims of innocence from these Great Generals were slowly leading the incident to fade away, during the morning court session of the next day, there was an unexpected development.


"Your Majesty, this subject Deng Chang has a memorial to submit!"


Just as the discussions were beginning to come to a close, a graying Imperial Censor sternly walked forward, a ceremonial tablet in his hands.


"Venerable Censor, speak whatever is on your mind."


The Sage Emperor's lofty and dignified voice rang out in the hall, sounding like it had not come from the upper reaches of the hall, but had drifted down from the high heavens.
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"Your Majesty, several days ago, when the city guards were on patrol, they found a suspicious Hu furtively moving about. After interrogation, the Hu admitted that he was a person of the Qixi Protectorate, a trusted subordinate of Protector-General Fumeng Lingcha," Imperial Censor Deng said, his face grim.


Buzz!


Imperial Censor Deng's words immediately had the whole hall buzzing with chatter. As of late, the court's most vicious and savage quarrels had occurred over the Xueyang Palace Incident.


With the old censor broaching this topic, the gathered officials could already smell what was going on.


"What does the old censor intend, only speaking about this matter now?"


"No wonder this old censor who normally doesn't attend the court sessions came of his own volition today. But why did he specifically mention Fumeng Lingcha?"


"No one visits a temple without cause. Has the old censor discovered something?"


The gathered officials had all sorts of speculations and theories. The Xueyang Palace Incident had already begun to fade into the background, so no one understood why this imperial censor had brought it back up again.


At this moment, King Qi in his dragon robe suddenly spoke. "Venerable Censor, Fumeng Lingcha and the other Hu Great Generals are all valued subjects of the Great Tang who have performed great services. You must think carefully before you speak. After all, we cannot let those Great Generals who have done so much for the court be disappointed in our conduct, no?"


When an imperial censor was directly submitting a memorial to the Sage Emperor, only an Imperial Prince like King Qi had enough status to butt in. Of all the Imperial Princes of the court, King Qi was the one with the best relationship with the Hu Great Generals. As for why their relationship was good, the reason was simple.


King Song had successfully courted almost all the Han generals, so King Qi had no other choice than to court the Hu Great Generals. However, despite this, King Qi still knew a little about propriety and never got too close.


This was also the plan his strategists had designed for him.


At a time like this, only he could speak up for the Hu Great Generals.


"Your Majesty!"


The old censor only gave King Qi a glance before returning his gaze to that supreme existence of the empire, the wielder of imperial authority, the most esteemed Sage Emperor.


"A border general of the court leaving the army without seeking permission is a dereliction of duty, a severe crime under military law. In addition, he was infiltrating the capital disguised as a Hu merchant and clearly had some ulterior motives. Thus, the city guards arrested him. However, this is not the important point. The important point is that the city guards found a letter, and this letter is the primary reason this old subject has appeared.


"Civil officials have no love for wealth and generals do not mind death. Everyone has their own place and duties to attend to, with no side interfering with the other. This is the foundation upon which my Great Tang's centuries of peace were established. But Fumeng Lingcha, a Great General of the border, an Imperial Great General, does not focus his attention on the border, has no inclination to proactively render service to the Imperial Court. Instead, he frequently exchanges letters with the Fourth Prince, only thinking about how to collude with him. One promises to do all he can to help the Fourth Prince ascend to the position of Emperor, and the other promises that after success, he will make Fumeng Lingcha Prime Minister and Grand State Preceptor, setting a precedent for the Hu!" As the old censor spoke, his entire body trembled in agitation. "These two are villains working together, insolent to the extreme! This old subject impeaches Fumeng Lingcha for harboring evil intent and planning rebellion!"


Boom! The censor's words were like a boulder smashing into the center of the hall, immediately unleashing a storm of discussion amongst the gathered officials. Impeachments and accusations were thrown around every day in the capital, as the duty of imperial censors was to supervise the world and impeach those who had made errors. Their purview ranged from the highest ranks of officialdom to the lowliest county functionary. Even the supreme Sage Emperor was not excluded from their impeachments.


Impeachments were a common sight for anyone who spent long enough in the court!


But this matter was of an entirely different nature. Imperial Censor Deng Chang's mouth had spoken several very unusual terms, ones that could even be called forbidden. One was 'Emperor', another was 'Prime Minister', and there was also 'collude'. Such words were an absolute taboo for officials.


"Lord Deng, is what you say true?"


"A Great General of the border was colluding with a prince so that he could be made Prime Minister? Absolutely shameless! Fumeng Lingcha is quite bold!"


"Deng Chang, you better not be speaking nonsense! This concerns an Imperial Great General and a prince. This is no laughing matter, so think carefully before speaking! Moreover, didn't Fumeng Lingcha just render great service on the Tibetan Plateau? Are you slandering a meritorious subject?"


"What do you mean 'think carefully'? Imperial Censor Deng is a veteran official of the court. If he's not thinking carefully, are you? The duty of imperial censors has always been to supervise the world, and this is a matter completely within their range of duties. As for you, speaking up for Fumeng Lingcha at a time like this, could you also be involved in this matter?"


The court immediately exploded. The Xueyang Palace Incident had already resulted in many officials from the Six Bureaus being removed. These people might have been speaking not on behalf of Fumeng Lingcha, but because many of their colleagues and friends of several decades were currently locked up in prison.


As the court fell into disorder and chaos, the Director of the Inner Court, Gao Lishi, suddenly spoke. "Imperial Censor Deng, His Majesty has decreed that you come up and present the letter!"


Without another word, Deng Chang took the prepared letter from his sleeve and stepped forward.


On the side, two fully-armored generals stepped forward and took the letter from Imperial Censor Deng.


At this sight, the buzzing crowd below instantly fell quiet, everyone nervously looking upward. Although Imperial Censor Deng accused Fumeng Lingcha of colluding with the Fourth Prince, no one had seen the letter, so no one knew if it was true.


Buzz!


The moment the letter arrived in the Sage Emperor's hands, the atmosphere in the hall suddenly dropped. It was like countless mountains had descended from the heavens, and all of them felt like they were drowning in unease.


Time seemed to stop. Although no one could see it, they could all sense that a dreadful and oppressive air was sweeping through the hall. Before this energy, all the assembled officials were tiny ants.


"Bastard!"


A thunderous bellow echoed through the hall, and the entire palace trembled as if about to shatter.


"Tell Fumeng Lingcha that We want to hear him explain this personally!!!"


The Sage Emperor's decree immediately sent an earthquake through the capital, setting in stone a change that was certain to alter the entire structure of the empire.


……


"Lord Marquis, we've succeeded!" In the distant Wushang, Cheng Sanyuan gripped a letter as he happily barged into Wang Chong's residence. "The capital is currently abuzz with talk about how Fumeng Lingcha colluded with the Fourth Prince, especially about how Fumeng Lingcha wanted to be Prime Minister. With this matter exposed, he's become everyone's target. Right now, it's not just us who regard him as a thorn in the side. Even Andong Protector-General Zhang Shougui, Minister of War Zhangchou Jianqiong, Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han, and all the other important ministers, the Prime Minister included, think this way. Fumeng Lingcha will no longer be able to sit steadily at his post!


"Lord Marquis, Fumeng Lingcha is definitely doomed this time."


"Is that so?"


Wang Chong lightly smiled as he sipped tea together with Xu Qiqin, his expression unsurprised.


"Fumeng Lingcha doesn't have the talent to be Prime Minister, yet he stubbornly insists on trying to be one. He only has himself to blame for that. With this matter exposed, is it any wonder that he's being attacked on all sides?


"But someone of Fumeng Lingcha's personality won't give up that easily. Don't get careless." Xu Qiqin covered her mouth as she smiled and put down her tea cup. Unlike Wang Chong, she was drinking peony tea. Delicate peony petals floated on the surface of the tea, exuding a sweet and elegant fragrance.


"He won't get the chance. The evidence that he's colluding with the Fourth Prince is clear and obvious, and there's even his Protector-General seal on it. There's no way he can explain that. No one can help him now, and the Sage Emperor will not spare him.


"And besides, this matter is far from over," Wang Chong indifferently added.


A profound light shone in Wang Chong's eyes. The oath of fealty he had given to the Fourth Prince was truly a major headache for Fumeng Lingcha that placed him at great risk, but this was far from the only headache he would have to suffer. After all, Wang Chong had still not reported to the court that Fumeng Lingcha had stolen credit for a battle, lied on a military report, and let Dayan Mangban through the defenses for private gain.


"Oh, that's right; how is the Qixi Protectorate doing?" Wang Chong asked.


"Haha, the Qixi Protectorate headquarters has been in a frenzy for a while," Cheng Sanyuan said with a laugh. "After such a major event, how could Fumeng Lingcha sit still? If everything goes as expected, Fumeng Lingcha should be heading to the capital within three days… His Majesty is truly incensed this time."




"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded. After all, the Sage Emperor had just asked Fumeng Lingcha if he had any involvement, and Fumeng Lingcha had professed innocence. It was now clear that Fumeng Lingcha was guilty of deceiving his sovereign, and it only made sense that the Sage Emperor was furious.


"Put aside the matter of Fumeng Lingcha for now. No matter how the Xueyang Palace Incident develops, Fumeng Lingcha won't be able to keep his place as Qixi Protector-General. Let's take care of our own affairs. Qiqin, have you gotten in touch with Hulayeg? Has he gathered enough warhorses yet? With a war in the Western Regions being imminent, these warhorses will come into play very quickly."
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"I've gotten in touch, but I've discovered that the speed at which Hulayeg gathers horses is still a little too slow. I'm currently thinking of a method to help him sort out his relationships with the tribes of the steppe and also adjust how he usually gathers his warhorses. I hope that all this will greatly decrease the time between our transactions," Xu Qiqin said with a smile.


Wang Chong and the other people in the room couldn't help but sigh in praise. With Xu Qiqin's arrival at the City of Steel, many things had changed. Construction within the city was left to the devices of the individual parties, and some of the land had already been sold off to the great clans. These clans were each occupied with their own construction projects, making the situation somewhat chaotic.


But when Xu Qiqin arrived, she had placed all the resources under central management and made the construction process faster and more orderly, allowing the great clans to build their stores at a much faster pace. She had only been in Wushang for around a month, but Xu Qiqin had already won the admiration and respect of the people.


She was even helping a Turkic horse merchant like Hulayeg sort out his relationships and increase the speed at which he gathered horses.


"Mm, I'll have to trouble you with that. No matter what, I hope to get those warhorses as quickly as possible," Wang Chong said.


Another few days went by, and as Wang Chong was examining a map of the Western Regions, he was interrupted by rumbling hooves in the distance. Before Wang Chong could wonder what this was, a scout rushed in.


"Lord Marquis! It's bad! Fumeng Lingcha is coming!"


Buzz!


The scout's words immediately caused the mood in the room to change.


Everyone in the City of Steel knew about Fumeng Lingcha's relationship with Wushang. Even the lowest scout or craftsmen understood that the marquis and the Qixi Protector-General were at odds with each other, and they also knew that the assault of Dayan Mangban and the Tibetan White Braves on the City of Steel had only happened because Fumeng Lingcha had let them through.


These rumors and many more, including how Fumeng Lingcha had tried to get rid of the marquis in the Regional Commanders Incident, were the talk of the City of Steel. It was said that visitors did not come with good intentions and those with good intentions did not visit, and Fumeng Lingcha clearly did not harbor any good will in this appearance outside the City of Steel.


……


Rumble!


Standing atop the high city walls, Wang Chong looked down at the roiling dust and finally spotted Fumeng Lingcha. He was coming from the northwest, dressed for battle, but he had only brought ten-some guards with him.


He might not have had the thousands of soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army around him, but his body was still seething with that tyrannical and chilling aura. No matter how much of a ruckus there was in the court or how society viewed this Qixi Protector-General, his status as Imperial Great General was enough to inspire awe and dread.


"Lord Marquis, Fumeng Lingcha probably doesn't mean well with this visit!"


Li Siye was standing behind Wang Chong, his brow furrowed in concern. Fumeng Lingcha stood accused of colluding with a prince and needed to head to the capital to meet the Sage Emperor, but at an urgent time like this, he had chosen instead to go to Wushang's City of Steel. Even a fool knew that he was not here to give gifts.


"Wang Chong!"


At this moment, a furious bellow came from the northwest. Fumeng Lingcha pulled on the reins of his horse, his intimidating eyes shining with cold light as they stared at the City of Steel.


"I know you're there! Get down here!"


This stentorian voice echoed through every corner of the City of Steel. All was still within the city, the laborers and soldiers turning to Wang Chong.


"Lord Marquis, you absolutely must not go! Now is not the time to meet Fumeng Lingcha."


"That's right. Lord Marquis, you mustn't!"


"Fumeng Lingcha no longer cares about the consequences of his actions. He must head off to the capital soon, so Milord does not need to pay him any attention."


Xu Keyi, Zhang Que, Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, and the other officers all urged Wang Chong to refuse. At this moment, everyone at Wang Chong's side, including Li Siye and Xu Qiqin, shared the same view.


"Wang Chong, you should avoid this encounter. Not seeing him would be much more preferable than seeing him at a time like this," Xu Qiqin advised, her gorgeous eyes tinged with worry.


Wang Chong said nothing, his gaze fixed on the distant Fumeng Lingcha as he silently thought.


"Ha!"


While everyone else was overcome with worry, Wang Chong suddenly waved his hand and chuckled.


"There's no need to worry. Nothing will happen. Fumeng Lingcha would never dare to do anything to me."


His subordinates were all dazed by these words, and Wang Chong gave no explanation, immediately beginning to descend the walls.


"Lord Marquis, wait a moment!"


The anxious subordinates quickly ran after him.


Rumble! A few moments later, the gates opened, and Wang Chong rode out upon the White-hoofed Shadow, Li Siye and the others following close behind.


Countless people watched from the towers and walls as Wang Chong and Fumeng Lingcha approached each other, the howling winds casting the entire scene in a dusty shroud.


"Haha, Lord Protector-General, long time no see!"


Wang Chong clasped his hands as he rode over. His expression was calm, his face even holding a smile, and his entire body was relaxed. If one didn't know that he and Fumeng Lingcha were sworn enemies, they would think them to be old friends who had not met in many years. On the other side, Fumeng Lingcha's eyes were shining with a frigid light.


"Hmph!"


Fumeng Lingcha angrily snorted and swung his hand down, leading his soldiers galloping closer to Wang Chong before stopping again.


"Wang Chong, you truly are quite bold. I didn't think that you would have the nerve to meet me."


"Milord must be joking. As subjects of the Great Tang, why would Wang Chong not dare meet with Milord?" Wang Chong said with an amiable smile, a stark contrast to Fumeng Lingcha's menacing and murderous appearance.


"Wang Chong, you've done a fine job! Do you really think that we still don't know?"


"Do you think our lord won't kill you with a single swing of his saber!"


Before Fumeng Lingcha could speak, two of his trusted subordinates immediately began to berate Wang Chong.


"Enough!"


Fumeng Lingcha extended two fingers, ordering his subordinates to be quiet, but his intimidating gaze continued to rest on Wang Chong.


"Wang Chong, the Wang Clan is a clan of ministers and generals, and your grandfather is a virtuous minister of the Great Tang. This one has only a single question for you. Did you tamper with Qifu Li?"


Buzz!


At Fumeng Lingcha's words, the expressions of the people behind Wang Chong paled. None of them had expected Fumeng Lingcha to be so perceptive that he could so quickly understand how events had developed and even connect these developments to Wang Chong. Wang Chong absolutely could not admit to this deed, especially because Wang Chong's master the Demonic Emperor Old Man had gone to Wushang Village with the village chief. It was difficult to imagine what would happen if Fumeng Lingcha started to make trouble at a time like this.


"Heh!"


To their surprise, Wang Chong chuckled and gave an extremely frank confession.


"Correct—I had King Song capture Qifu Li. Your intuition was correct. When you sent out your five subordinates, the carriage crash and the beggar boy were both arranged by me. Your reaction was very fast, but unfortunately, I was still the one who won the gamble!"


Rumble!


Wang Chong's confession immediately caused Li Siye, Cheng Sanyuan, Fumeng Lingcha, and his subordinates to reel in shock. Wang Chong should have denied this deed, but he was actually so bold that he had confessed to everything right in front of Fumeng Lingcha.


Clang!


A saber hummed as it swished through the sky. Almost the moment Wang Chong had finished speaking, Fumeng Lingcha had unsheathed his saber.


"Bastard! Do you really think that I wouldn't dare to kill you? This one has dominated Qixi for ten-some years, killing countless people, but no one has ever dared to oppose me like this. Do you know that with the current distance between us, I could bury you with a single thought!"


Fumeng Lingcha's face was gloomy, his entire body trembling in rage. Although he had his theories, seeing Wang Chong personally admit and confirm it all still left Fumeng Lingcha fuming with an indescribable rage. His mind had only one thought at the moment: slaying this youngest son of the Wang Clan.


"Milord, there's no need for any more wasted words. Just kill him!"


The Hu generals behind Fumeng Lingcha were also indignant, the anger obvious on their faces. Clangclangclang! They also began to unsheathe their weapons, and their swords and sabers glimmered, the reflected light like dragons or snakes flying through the air. Meanwhile, Wang Chong's subordinates also began to unsheathe their weapons, with Li Siye's massive Wootz Steel sword exerting a similarly massive pressure.


"Who dares to touch Lord Marquis!"


"The Wushang Cavalry are here! Just give the order, and no one will be able to even think about leaving!"


Both sides were wary and vigilant, the air fraught with tension as both sides readied for battle. Just when both sides were about to move, just when a gruesome melee was about to occur, a relaxed and confident voice broke the silence.


"Put your weapons away."


Wang Chong first stopped his own subordinates before turning to Fumeng Lingcha and the Qixi generals. While everyone was nervous and worried, Wang Chong remained confident and assured, his bearing subconsciously causing everyone else to relax.


"Lord Protector-General, it is said that politeness is returned with politeness. At the triangular gap, you tried to use Dusong Mangpoje to kill me, and then you stole the credit for my battle. All I did was seize one of your subordinates. Is that really such a big deal? In addition, I'm not boasting, but do you really think that you can kill me? You should know as well why Dusong Mangpoje had to flee, no?"


Fumeng Lingcha immediately paled, as did the generals behind him.
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Dusong Mangpoje and Fumeng Lingcha had clashed many times on the Tibetan Plateau, and rarely had either emerged with a decisive victory. And yet at the battle of the triangular gap, Dusong Mangpoje had abandoned his army and fled for his life. To these Qixi generals who regarded Dusong Mangpoje and the Tibetans as mortal foes, this shock was tantamount to an earthquake.


All of them clearly remembered the terrifying aura of those two elders that had emerged with Wang Chong from that miniature city of steel. If those two elders were still present, then none of them would dare to try and attack Wang Chong.


Hiss!


Fumeng Lingcha took in a deep breath as he subconsciously glanced at the walls behind Wang Chong, a deep apprehension within his eyes as he slowly came to his senses.


Yes!


This truly was not the time to attack this brat. Since everything was now clear, a gentleman could wait ten years for revenge. He could leave him alive for now, as there would always be time for vengeance in the future.


"Wang Chong, I will not kill you today, but don't get too happy yet. I've remembered this matter, and once I return from the capital, I will have you and your Wang Clan pay the price."


Fumeng Lingcha gave Wang Chong a vicious glare, as if branding his appearance deep into his mind, and then he fiercely turned his horse around and began to ride to the capital.


"Let's go!"


Fumeng Lingcha swung down his hands and led his forces away.


"Whew!"


As Fumeng Lingcha's mountainous pressure left with him, everyone breathed a sigh of relief.


"Too risky!"


"Milord, please don't take such risks in the future. Fumeng Lingcha is far too powerful. You were placing your life in his hands right there."


"That's right. Milord, if Fumeng Lingcha had known that your master and the Wushang Village Chief weren't present, we truly would be in danger."


All of Wang Chong's subordinates began to chide him, fear still evident in their voices. The moment Fumeng Lingcha had pulled out his saber, each of them had smelled the pungent scent of death. It had been a direct confrontation with an Imperial Great General, and those who had not personally experienced it would find it difficult to imagine.


"Haha, relax. Whether or not Fumeng Lingcha knew, he would still never attack."


Unlike his subordinates, Wang Chong was completely relaxed, with no sign of tension on his face.


"Lord Marquis, I also felt that you were too rash in this incident," Li Siye suddenly said. "Fumeng Lingcha is too powerful, so we should have been more cautious."


"Heh, Siye, relax."


Wang Chong chuckled and patted him on the shoulder.


"Fumeng Lingcha appeared here, so he naturally already guessed that it was me. If he really wanted to attack me, do you think he would have waited until now and exchanged so many words with me?"


Wang Chong's words immediately left his followers speechless. It was true. Given Fumeng Lingcha's personality, if he was sure it was Wang Chong, he would not have been so patient.


"Fumeng Lingcha is currently headed to the capital, and as long as he explains himself clearly, he still has a chance of returning to the Qixi Protectorate. But if he kills me now, then it doesn't matter what happens with regards to the Xueyang Palace Incident, because he's still doomed. The great clans are not something simple to deal with, and I'm also the Son of Heaven's disciple. Fumeng Lingcha is a shrewd and deep thinker, so he certainly understands all this. Thus, he was never prepared to attack me today, so I was willing to meet with him."


Wang Chong grinned as he explained.


"But Fumeng Lingcha's thinking was still too simple. He thought that he still had a chance to stage a comeback, but he has no idea… that I will never give him such a chance!"


Wang Chong shook his head, his eyes glimmering with a sharp light as he looked in the direction of the capital. When the evil grew one foot, the righteous would grow a zhang. Fumeng Lingcha believed that he could rely on his past record, but Wang Chong would not let him do as he wished.


Neigh!


Wang Chong turned his horse around and left.


……


The rage of the Sage Emperor was not to be underestimated, and added to that was the fact that Fumeng Lingcha's oath of fealty had already been spread throughout the court and the public. It took eight to nine days of constant traveling for Fumeng Lingcha to reach the capital.


"I've finally returned!"


As he gazed at the lofty Imperial City, Fumeng Lingcha felt a mixture of emotions. As a border general, he could not lightly enter the capital unless he was summoned by imperial decree. Fumeng Lingcha had imagined countless times before the scene of him entering the capital and taking the position of Prime Minister so that he could reign over the world.


But he had never imagined that he would be entering the capital like this.


Wang Chong, just you wait! Once I explain myself to the Sage Emperor, I'll definitely have you and your Wang Clan experience a living death! Fumeng Lingcha mentally swore.


As Fumeng Lingcha's mind was abuzz with thought, a callous voice rang out by his ear. "Is it Lord Protector-General? The Sage Emperor has decreed that we escort you to the court for your audience!" Two wooden-faced guards from the Imperial Army had emerged from the sides of the gate.


"There's no need! I'll go in myself!"


With a wave of his sleeve, Fumeng Lingcha pushed aside the approaching guards and strode into the Imperial City.


"The lowly subject Fumeng Lingcha has come to call upon His Majesty!"


A few moments later, amongst the gathered civil and military officials of the court, the fully-armored Fumeng Lingcha kneeled on the floor of Taiji Palace.


……


"Haha, Lord Marquis, this is far too interesting."


A few days later, while Wang Chong was inspecting a map of the Western Regions, Xu Keyi excitedly rushed into the room, holding a letter as he laughed.


"Has King Song sent a letter?"


Wang Chong smiled as he shifted his gaze away from the map.


Wang Chong was placing more and more of his attention on the Western Regions and the Abbasid Caliphate, leaving many of the more minor matters to others. For example, after Fumeng Lingcha entered the capital, Wang Chong had left almost everything regarding it, including the correspondence with King Song, to Xu Keyi.


This could also be considered a sort of training. Xu Keyi was gradually beginning to show the abilities of a commander beyond just strength, so Wang Chong was also beginning to see more value in him.


"Mm. Lord Marquis is truly wise. This letter is from King Song."


Xu Keyi gave a firm nod and immediately relayed King Song's message. The moment Fumeng Lingcha stepped into the capital, he was summoned to court, where, before all the assembled officials, he had wept as he confessed all his sins to the Sage Emperor.


Fumeng Lingcha had constantly emphasized his loyalty to the Great Tang, and though he had colluded with the Fourth Prince, it had only been because he wanted to be a little closer to the Sage Emperor, not out of any thought of rebellion. In addition, Fumeng Lingcha had also brought up many past events, like his first meeting with the Sage Emperor and their many years of friendship as lord and subject.


At certain emotional high points, Fumeng Lingcha wept so hard that others couldn't help but feel grief-stricken.


In addition, Fumeng Lingcha also emphasized his status as Hu, emphasized that he did not have a deep background in the Confucian teachings. The Hu had a straightforward nature, but they did not have evil hearts.


As for the oath of fealty, Fumeng Lingcha had pleaded that he had lost his head from greed. His long watch over the border and the ten-some years in the desert of Qixi, unable to enter the court, had made him susceptible to the temptations of the Fourth Prince.


In any case, he had an excuse for everything. One could say that Fumeng Lingcha had played the part of a wretched and remorseful subject very well, had given an excellent one-man play.


Even Wang Chong had to feel admiration for this performance. As Qixi Protector-General and the oldest of the Great Tang's Hu Great Generals, Fumeng Lingcha was a shrewd fellow, a clever strategist. The tactic he had employed was truly exquisite, and Wang Chong could find no problem with it.


“'Ginger gets spicier the older it is. He truly is a cunning old fox!”


Wang Chong sighed.


In the Great Tang, the Hu had always been a very special community. Fumeng Lingcha had chosen to exploit the emotions of the crowd, emphasizing that though he was a Hu, he was still devoted to the Great Tang. This was truly a wise move.


"What did His Majesty say? Was this enough to get him off the hook?" Wang Chong indifferently said.


"That wasn't the case. His Majesty has not made his stance known as of yet," Xu Keyi hurriedly replied.




"Oh."


Wang Chong smiled, his eyes twinkling. He was apparently unsurprised by this result.


"Fumeng Lingcha is very smart, but the heart of a sovereign is unfathomable. The Fourth Prince is His Majesty's flesh and blood, a member of the imperial household, but even he was locked up in the imperial prison. Fumeng Lingcha shouldn't think that just his explanation would be enough for His Majesty to let him go, right?"


Nothing in the Imperial Court was a trivial affair, much less something as dangerous as the War of the Princes. No matter what methods Fumeng Lingcha employed, this matter would never be brought to an end so easily. A prince colluding with a border general, an Imperial Great General at that, had always been forbidden. If it were not such a taboo, why would the Sage Emperor have gotten so angry?


"What of the court? What have they said about how Fumeng Lingcha should be punished?" Wang Chong asked from his spacious armchair.


Xu Keyi bowed and said, "Lord Marquis is wise to have predicted everything so exactly. Fumeng Lingcha truly did try to exploit the emotions of the crowd, and there have been voices in the court saying that Fumeng Lingcha has a unique status and has done much for the court. In addition, Qixi needs an Imperial Great General like him to oversee it. Thus, some people have advised that Fumeng Lingcha be stripped of his official rank and lose his titles of Protector-General and Imperial Great General, but that he should remain in Qixi under careful inspection and use his deeds to repent for his crime. Moreover, quite a few people support this view."


"Haha."


Wang Chong's eyes flashed as he chuckled.


"Fumeng Lingcha wasted so much effort playing out the wretched subject in front of all the officials for the sake of this result. But things are never this simple. Xu Keyi, what did King Song say?"


"Lord Marquis is wise. This matter truly isn't that simple. Fumeng Lingcha colluded with the Fourth Prince seeking the position of Prime Minister. That letter has already circulated throughout the entire court, so no one is willing to forgive him. Even more voices in the court are asking for Fumeng Lingcha to be severely punished, with some of them even proposing execution so as to uphold law and order. Zhangchou Jianqiong, Zhang Shougui, Wang Zhongsi, and even King Qi and the Prime Minister can no longer tolerate his presence," Xu Keyi said.
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Wang Chong gave a knowing smile. Fumeng Lingcha's situation was truly quite awkward. The person who he had the most hopes in and who held the most weight in court had been King Qi, and in truth, before the matter had been fully exposed, King Qi had spoken up for him and the other Hu Great Generals in court.


But the lethality of Fumeng Lingcha's letter was just too much, with the words 'Prime Minister' especially making him everyone's target. In all of the Great Tang Empire, countless people both inside and outside the court had their eyes on the position of Prime Minister. Andong Protector-General Zhang Shougui, hailed as the empire's number two individual, had been wanting to sit on that seat for ten-some years now, but he was still standing sentinel in Youzhou, doing battle with the Goguryeo Empire.


The person with the most similar situation to Fumeng Lingcha was the former Annan Protector-General, the Tiger of the Empire, Zhangchou Jianqiong. However, even someone as ambitious as Zhangchou Jianqiong had only dared to yearn for the position of Minister of War. Besides that, Wang Chong recalled that while the current Prime Minister of the Great Tang was a very reclusive person, he was a terrifying and formidable individual.


This was someone that the entire empire had underestimated and was a most terrifying existence.


Even now, Fumeng Lingcha had no inkling of just what sort of person he had offended.


Fumeng Lingcha dared to reach for the position of Prime Minister with these opponents… Wang Chong could only say that though Fumeng Lingcha was very smart and crafty, he was still a Hu that resided far away from the Imperial Court. His political abilities were far less impressive than his martial ones.


He had been thinking about everything too simply.


Politics was not that easy of a game!


"Mm. Since Fumeng Lingcha still has a little hope, let's give him the fatal strike. It's about time. Tell King Song that he can present Dayan Mangban's head," Wang Chong indifferently said.


"Understood!"


Xu Keyi couldn't help but laugh. Fumeng Lingcha could only remain so hopeful because of his military record, especially his major achievement at the triangular gap. But once Dayan Mangban's head was presented, everything would change.


Flapflap!


A few moments later, a carrier pigeon took off, tearing through the skies of Wushang as it flew toward the capital.


……


A few days later, as the capital remained locked in a stalemate over what to do with Fumeng Lingcha, the lethal blow arrived. The Lord of Wushang City, the Young Marquis of the Great Tang, the Son of Heaven's disciple, Wang Chong, had submitted a memorial impeaching Fumeng Lingcha for lying on a military report and stealing his military achievements.


Another imperial censor issued a separate impeachment against Fumeng Lingcha. It said that when the five thousand soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army and General Pulan He were killed, the attack by the White Braves had not come from the Tibetan Plateau, but from the rear of the army, resulting in the grievous losses.


In a dereliction of duty, Fumeng Lingcha had let Dayan Mangban and the White Braves into Wushang, and these Tibetans had even attacked the City of Steel, though the forces led by Wang Chong had managed to fend them off.


Besides that, the whole world knew that Fumeng Lingcha held a grudge against Wang Chong over the Regional Commanders Incident. The Qixi Protectorate army's 'moment of carelessness' that allowed the White Braves in seemed like an accident, but anyone could see what the truth was.


These two incidents together immediately unleashed a tempest in the court.


The momentary lapse in defense could be disregarded, but Wang Chong was the Young Marquis, had received a courtesy name from the Emperor, and had even been given a fief. His impeachment of Fumeng Lingcha held a great deal of weight, and the presentation of Dayan Mangban's head was particularly lethal.


The Tibetans had two commanders at the battle of the triangular gap. One was the world-famous Eagle of the Plateau, Dusong Mangpoje, while the other was that Dayan Mangban who had also killed five thousand soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army. Fumeng Lingcha had stated this very clearly in his report.


Moreover, in the following reports, more information about Dayan Mangban had been revealed. This man was the Asura War God of the plateau, beneath only Imperial Great General Dusong Mangpoje as one of Ü-Tsang's esteemed Brigadier Generals. His status in Ü-Tsang was far greater than expected.


That one of the highest commanders in the Tibetan army had died not to Fumeng Lingcha, but to Wang Chong, was already enough to show that there was a problem. And even more unreasonable was that such a great achievement had been left completely unmentioned in Fumeng Lingcha's report to the court.


Even a fool would not believe that there were no tricks being played in the battle of the triangular gap.


While Wang Chong's accusation could be said to be one-sided, in the aftermath, the various great clans began to speak out in support of Wang Chong's account, settling the matter. In the construction of Wushang's City of Steel, many of the great clans were investors.


In addition, at the battle of the triangular gap, many members of these great clans had been in that miniature city of steel in the rear, mixed in with the craftsmen. They had witnessed everything that had happened in that battle.


In the past, when Fumeng Lingcha was still Qixi Protector-General, no one would have believed their words, but now, they were Fumeng Lingcha's downfall.


"Bastard!"


When Wang Chong's memorial was submitted to the court, the Sage Emperor immediately exploded in rage, and all the officials in the capital trembled in fear, their complexions ghastly pale. The kneeling Fumeng Lingcha was even paler, a rain of sweat pouring down from him as his heart turned to ash. He had never expected this twist of events.


"Wang Chong…"


Fumeng Lingcha suddenly understood. He finally realized that he had completely underestimated that youth in distant Wushang. In this battle, he had utterly lost. Colluding with the Fourth Prince and entering the War of the Princes, stealing military achievements and lying on a military report, letting in an enemy for the sake of a private grudge… these three incidents added together had completely annihilated his official career.


Fumeng Lingcha was quickly seized and imprisoned. Being thrown into prison despite being an Imperial Great General and Protector-General, Fumeng Lingcha had set a new precedent. It was clear that the Sage Emperor was truly infuriated at Fumeng Lingcha's actions, as someone of his status would have otherwise never been imprisoned.


Although the actual punishment for Fumeng Lingcha had not yet been decided, everyone knew that it was truly over for Fumeng Lingcha.


……


"This matter is finally over!"


As he was in Wushang, Wang Chong only received the news a few days later. As an Imperial Great General, Fumeng Lingcha had too high of a status, and removing him was as difficult as ascending to the heavens. Wang Chong had exerted a tremendous strength and taken almost three months to depose him from office.


But all this effort and time had been worth it to settle the affair. Without Fumeng Lingcha's hindrance, Wang Chong had free rein to effect his plans in the Western Regions.


"Li Siye, inform the great clans to begin construction on the second steel fortress on the northern edge of the Tibetan Plateau," Wang Chong said.


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


After responding in his vigorous voice, Li Siye quickly left.


……


While Wang Chong was getting the ball rolling on his plans on the northern border of Ü-Tsang, in the distant capital, a completely different event was taking place. There was no longer any doubt about Fumeng Lingcha's numerous crimes, and he was currently imprisoned, waiting for his punishment.


But this was not the end. On the contrary, a whole new problem now plagued the court.


A country could not be without a sovereign for a single day, and the same principle applied to a border army and its general. This was particularly the case for Qixi, which occupied an important position between the Ü-Tsang Empire and the Western Turkic Khaganate. If there was no Great General standing guard in that vital area when the Tibetans or Turks came attacking, Qixi might be completely lost.


This was why many old officials had hoped that Fumeng Lingcha would be treated leniently and proposed that he be allowed to stay in Qixi and use his deeds to repent for his crimes.


But with Fumeng Lingcha imprisoned, they were now forced to wrangle with the problem.


A luxurious carriage parked outside the King Song Residence, and King Song emerged from within. The old butler, dressed in a blue-green robe, quickly stepped forward to welcome him. "Your Highness!"




"Mm."


King Song grunted, his head lowered and his brow creased.


"Is it still the question of Fumeng Lingcha's successor?" the old butler immediately asked.


"Yes!"


King Song sighed and halted.


"Although no one is mentioning it in public, there's already private discussions being held, with everyone hoping to be made Qixi Protector-General. This position might not be as illustrious as Prime Minister, but it's an important and influential position in the army. More importantly, it's one with actual power. In addition, I've heard from the Bureau of Personnel that the Sage Emperor already summoned the Minister of Personnel for a meeting. If all goes as expected, the formal debate for Qixi Protector-General candidates should begin soon. After all, border generals are different from court positions. They can't remain open for too long."


The butler bowed and asked, "Has Your Highness thought of a suitable candidate?"


"Haaa, if I had thought of one, I wouldn't be so vexed right now."


King Song sighed.


"Qixi Protector-General is no minor post. This is a major official of the border, one who is responsible for leading an army of tens of thousands of elites in fending off Ü-Tsang to the west and the Western Turkic Khaganate to the east. This person must be very experienced in battle and be able to hold their own. I thought that Gengzhi, Wang Yan, would be appropriate. He's a very composed and steady commander, and a veteran of ten-some years, certainly fulfilling the experience requirement. In the war of the southwest, if he hadn't arrived so promptly, Erhai's Lion City would have been broken much earlier and the Annan Protectorate army would have been completely wiped out. In this aspect, Wang Yan is a far more able commander than Xianyu Zhongtong. It can be said that after the war of the southwest, Wang Yan is completely capable of holding his own."


"Then what is Your Highness hesitating for?" the old butler asked with a frown.


"Haaa, if only it was so simple. In the Imperial Court, it's an unspoken requirement that Protector-Generals are at the peak of the Saint Martial realm, at the Great General level. Wang Yan is too lacking in this aspect. Still, he's skilled at the Mighty Miracle God Formation, so a little persuasion can get him through that bottleneck. But have you ever noticed? The Qixi Protectorate army consists almost entirely of cavalry!"


King Song sighed.


The old butler was immediately speechless. Qixi was a cavalry army, but Wang Yan led infantry armies. His steady command and ability to defend while attacking and attack while defending were completely based on the foundation of infantry. And truly, if one closely examined the war of the southwest, they would realize that while the Annan Protectorate army did have cavalry, it wasn't very much.


Of the two-hundred-thousand-some soldiers of the Annan Protectorate army, including Wang Yan's army, the vast majority was infantry.


An infantry commander in Wang Yan commanding a cavalry army… this proposal would be rejected as soon as it was brought up.
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"Now you understand."


King Song gave his old butler a profound glance and knew that he had understood. Given the friendship between the King Song lineage and the Wang Clan, and Wang Yan's own extraordinary ability to command, Wang Yan would have been the ideal candidate. But in this situation, he was the worst.


"In addition, more than half of the people in the Qixi Protectorate are Hu, who have naturally headstrong and unruly natures. If Wang Yan is simply dropped out of the air upon them, the Han soldiers might accept him, but the Hu definitely won't. Wang Gengzhi has always been a harsh disciplinarian of his soldiers, but is he really going to kill half of the Qixi Protectorate army the moment he arrives? His Majesty wants to send someone who will stabilize Qixi and guard against Ü-Tsang and the Western Turkic Khaganate, not someone who will immediately cripple the army and set off internal discord the moment they arrive."


The butler was quiet. He was not a good conversation partner in the field of politics, so he was unable to assist King Song very much in this problem.


King Song thought to himself for a while before suddenly saying, "Butler, write a letter telling him about what's going on. Ask him if he has any opinion on the matter."


The old butler's lips twitched for a moment before he quickly assented. "Yes, this old servant will do so now."


If there was one person in King Song's faction who could aid him in every aspect, it was undoubtedly Wang Chong. Fumeng Lingcha had been a formidable Protector-General with decades of military service, with incredible status and influence, but Wang Chong had still managed to unseat him.


Unknown to himself, Wang Chong's reputation in the capital had reached an astonishing level. Although Wang Chong was far away on the border and had not even stepped into the court nor had the right to participate in a court debate, many nobles and great clans already looked up to him like the noon sun, with even more awe than many old officials of the court.


Even King Song was slowly and unwittingly treating Wang Chong with more and more regard. Whenever he encountered some difficulty, he would inadvertently think about Wang Chong and hope that he might gain his opinion.


……


Several days later, in Wushang, the City of Steel…


After reading King Song's letter, Wang Chong had put it down and remained quiet for a very long time.


"How is it? Have any ideas?"


Xu Qiqin was sitting to the side, dressed in a snow-white dress. As she blew at the foam on her tea, her cherry-red lips lightly parted and her exquisite eyes glistened.


"It's not very easy to pick Fumeng Lingcha's successor, and the Imperial Court has always been the one to decide on Protector-Generals. I hadn't even thought that King Song might ask my opinion on this matter."


Wang Chong shook his head. He had to admit that King Song regarded him far more highly than he had imagined.


"You were the one to remove Fumeng Lingcha, so shouldn't you have thought about a few candidates for his successor?"


As Xu Qiqin spoke, she extended a delicate hand to pick up a pastry from the table, which she began to lightly nibble at. The longer she spent in Wushang, the more matters she became involved in, and the closer her relationship with Wang Chong became.


At present, the two ate breakfast together, and there were some important matters which Wang Chong would seek out her opinion on instead of hiding from her.


"Of course I thought about it. I initially thought that the best candidate for Qixi Protector-General would be my father. If he comes into Qixi, things would get much more convenient for me. But it seems that King Song doesn't think this possible and has already eliminated him."


Wang Chong gave a soft sigh.


The relationship between King Song and the Wang Clan meant that even without his prompting, King Song would have thought about his father as a candidate for Qixi Protector-General. Yet King Song had sent a letter asking for his opinion. It was obvious that his father did not meet the standard for Qixi Protector-General.


King Song was a forthright character. He valued the Great Tang over his friendship with the Wang Clan, and there was nothing that could be done about that. This was why Wang Chong respected him, and also why King Song could suppress King Qi and receive the respect of so many officials.


"…If I'm not wrong, King Song probably eliminated my father because he commands infantry, not cavalry," Wang Chong somewhat helplessly said.


Different kinds of soldiers were commanded very differently. In the war of the southwest, his father was not at the Great General level, but he was able to resist the attacks of Ü-Tsang Great General Huoshu Huicang by relying on the Mighty Miracle God Formation, the combined strength of his soldiers.


But if he were to command cavalry instead and be surrounded by subordinates he wasn't familiar with, he wouldn't be able to use the Mighty Miracle God Formation. Without this formation, his father would simply be no match for an Imperial Great General.


Such a person was simply not suitable to be Qixi's Protector-General!


As he thought about these things, Wang Chong couldn't help but furrow his brow.


"If we eliminate your father, then do you have no one else in mind?"


Xu Qiqin gently smiled, tinged with disbelief. She had always known a Wang Chong that was assured and confident, always having a plan for everything, not the one she saw right now.


"Haha!"


Wang Chong couldn't help but turn his head and chuckle.


"In truth, I had a very simple reason for removing Fumeng Lingcha. With him here, I wouldn't be able to move. Night raids like Dayan Mangban's assault would keep on happening, and he would try and think of every possible way to ruin my plans. Something like my building the steel fortress on the triangular gap would be immediately noticed. Thus, I don't care who is appointed to Qixi as long as it's not Fumeng Lingcha. In addition, if Father isn't suitable, we can also consider Xianyu Zhongtong or another Han general. Even someone from King Qi's faction could be acceptable…"


"But you can't have anyone from King Qi's faction because King Song would never agree to it," Xu Qiqin immediately interrupted.


"Smart!"


Wang Chong glanced at Xu Qiqin and gave her a praising look.


"In truth, I really don't care who the Imperial Court chooses as Fumeng Lingcha's successor. In comparison to this problem of King Song's, I'm more worried about something else."


The room immediately fell quiet.


With Fumeng Lingcha being imprisoned for his involvement in the War of the Princes, Wang Chong had smoothly taken care of his biggest foe and threat in Qixi, but this matter had unintentionally triggered another conflict. At least half of the Qixi Protectorate consisted of native Hu, and the Hu respected strength and courage. Put simply, he who was the strongest was their master.


With Fumeng Lingcha present, the situation was still under control, but now that he was gone, Qixi was a group of dragons without a leader, and all the problems were now out in the open. At least ten-some mountains had immediately appeared in Qixi, ten-some factions vying for the authority of the Qixi Protectorate army.


Although it was the Imperial Court that customarily decided who the Qixi Protector-General would be, this was useless against those Hu who worshiped strength and power.


This was also one of the reasons Wang Chong had opposed a further strengthening of Hu authority during the Regional Commanders Incident. This sort of situation would never occur amongst Han soldiers.


Right now, with those ten-some Hu generals struggling against each other for power, a civil war was very likely to occur amongst the Qixi Protectorate army.


"Li Siye, what's the situation in Qixi?"


Wang Chong suddenly turned to look out the door.


"Replying to Lord Marquis: we're keeping watch on the situation day and night. Just as Lord Marquis predicted, that trusted subordinate of Fumeng Lingcha's, 'Gudu Li', is currently brashly courting the other Hu of the Qixi Protectorate army. He's extremely strong and was originally one of Fumeng Lingcha's guards, but now, his prestige in the army has already surpassed Heba Ye's. More importantly, the Qixi Protectorate army garrisoned on the eastern lines, along the Turkic steppe, has already begun to support him. If things continue like this, the Qixi Protectorate army will probably choose him to replace Fumeng Lingcha. In addition, I've received word that Gudu Li will probably find some pretext soon to suppress Heba Ye."


Li Siye, dressed in full armor, had been standing guard by the door.


"In addition, based on the information we've gathered, Gudu Li has a high chance of rebelling. He has expressed the opinion many times that Hu shouldn't fight Hu and that they're all part of the same family. He even suggested once that he should take all the Hu in the Qixi Protectorate army and defect to the Western Turkic Khaganate."


At these words, both of the people in the room frowned.


Xu Qiqin could tell what Wang Chong was thinking and immediately warned him, "Wang Chong, you must not act impulsively. We have no authority over the Qixi Protectorate army, and we cannot carelessly break the laws of the Great Tang. If we do, we will have a very serious problem on our hands, one that could make all of our previous efforts vanish in a puff of smoke. Besides that, no large-scale conflict has broken out in the Qixi Protectorate army, so if we interfere now and kill a general of the Qixi Protectorate army, we'll be served the death penalty."


Haaa, I can only put this matter to the side for now!


Wang Chong mentally sighed. The situation of the Qixi Protectorate was a complete mess. He could only wait for the new Qixi Protector-General to take office to fully take care of the problem.


"Li Siye, I'll leave the Qixi Protectorate to you for now. Keep a close watch for any signs of activity. The moment an internal conflict breaks out, you have to intervene and put a stop to it."


"Yes, Lord Marquis," Li Siye deferentially said.


Leaving the matter to Li Siye, Wang Chong took a breather and enjoyed breakfast with Xu Qiqin, after which he quickly left the room. The events taking place in the Qixi Protectorate were truly rather concerning, but they were just minor itches to Wang Chong. He had far more important matters on his mind.


"Venerable Sirs, long time no see."


In the reception hall of the governor's residence, Wang Chong met with Arloja and Ablonodan, the two Sindhi monks. After a separation of more than a year, they were still as thin as ever, but their complexions were much improved.


"Young Master Chong, our respects."


"I didn't think that after only a year, Young Master would be made a marquis. Young Master is still so young and yet so accomplished. We truly did not judge wrongly back then."


At the sight of Wang Chong, the two Sindhi monks stood up and bowed with the palms of their hands pressed together. When Sindhu had been suffering from famine, Wang Chong had sent them a great deal of foodstuffs, cows, and sheep. By resolving this crisis, he had become the savior revered by all of Sindhu, a distinguished guest.


In addition, Wang Chong was paying an extremely high price for the Hyderabad ore, far more than any other country. For this, even the most revered High Priest of Sindhu would regard him as a most honored guest.
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"Haha, please, Venerable Sirs are too polite. Come, sit."


Wang Chong gestured with a palm toward the seats.


The three seated themselves, and after engaging in some brief pleasantries, Arloja quickly got to the point. "Young Master, is there anything that you need, having called us over from Sindhu?" These two were ascetic monks, so they had always been forthright and straightforward, unlike the people of the Central Plains.


Wang Chong chuckled and took a sip of his tea. "Heh, I truly cannot hide anything from you. I wish to buy yet another batch of Hyderabad ore from Sindhu."


"But, Young Master, if I remember correctly, in just a little longer will be the time agreed to by the contract. Young Master will not even need to find us, much less call us over, for the second batch of Hyderabad ore to be sent over."


The monks were both confused.


"Heh, it truly is as Venerable Sirs say, but this time will be different. I would like to bring the time of the exchange forward, and besides that, I want to alter the amount of ore, increasing it from one thousand to six thousand jun of Hyderabad ore!" Wang Chong said to the two.


As the Wootz Steel swords forged by Wang Chong became famous throughout the world, the price of the Hyderabad ore had also begun to rise. When a single jun of Hyderabad ore used to cost several hundred taels of gold, it now cost one thousand. Six thousand jun of Hyderabad ore was thus six million taels of gold, an astronomical sum.


At least for the Sindhi, this was an exchange of unprecedented value.


"Young Master, is this true!"


The two monks trembled as if they had been struck by lightning, their eyes wide as they stared at Wang Chong. The two had journeyed over long distances and steep peaks, but never had they imagined that Wang Chong would propose such a massive transaction. Six million taels of gold was probably enough for sustain all of Sindhu for an entire year.


"Of course. In all our exchanges, have I ever lied to Venerable Sirs?"


Wang Chong nodded his head and smiled.


He had been operating in Wushang for several months now. After all his preparations and a massive consumption of manpower, resources, and capital, he now had almost everything prepared, except one last crucial thing. After the battle of the triangular gap, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry had grown even stronger, as well as more experienced, but they still had one massive flaw: equipment.


Wang Chong's five thousand Wushang Cavalry had neither Wootz Steel weapons nor Meteoric Metal armor. The one thousand Wootz Steel swords from the war of the southwest had already been given to the great clans as promised, and he couldn't ask for them back.


If he wanted to equip his Wushang Cavalry, he needed to get more Hyderabad ore.


"Young Master, this is not our first time working with each other, and we have always been at ease with Young Master. The High Priest also has a very deep impression of Young Master. We are all extremely grateful for your benevolence. However, Young Master also knows of the current state of Hyderabad ore production. Six thousand jun of Hyderabad ore… we will find it very difficult to fulfill such a large request."


Arloja and Ablonodan glanced at each other, their brows deeply creased.


The Hyderabad ore was extremely important to Sindhu, most likely its largest source of revenue. As the seller, it naturally hoped for more buyers. But the Hyderabad ore was different from other minerals. Its excessive density made it almost unimaginably difficult to mine.


These difficulties severely limited the amount of Hyderabad ore that could be produced, so even across all of Sindhu, the six thousand jun that Wang Chong requested was still an enormous number.


"Haha, of course I know, which is why I called over Venerable Sirs. I hope that Sindhu can favor the Great Tang in its selling of Hyderabad ore and temporarily sell all the ore being sold to the other factions to me instead. At present, you also know that only I understand the method to forge Wootz Steel weapons. This precious ore ending up in the hands of others is just a waste. Does Sindhu wish to see this ore wasted in the hands of ordinary craftsmen?"


Wang Chong put down his tea cup and gave a confident smile, his expression exuding a persuasive grace.


In truth, Wang Chong already possessed a massive advantage in the Hyderabad ore market. He was offering a price that most other factions couldn't match, and the method for forging Wootz Steel weapons was something that left everyone drooling with envy. Those gorgeous patterns and sharp edges left even great monks like Arloja and Ablonodan gasping in praise.


If they had a choice, the pair would have naturally agreed with Wang Chong. After all, only he could use the Hyderabad ore to its utmost.


"!!!"


But still, Wang Chong's words left the two monks reeling in shock, their eyes flying open. The selling of Sindhu's Hyderabad ore was very strictly regulated and not completely according to how much the buyer was willing to pay. There were many reasons for this, but the simplest one was that if Sindhu suddenly decided to stop selling the ore to the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu, it would probably suffer an invasion from these two factions, a consequence Sindhu had to consider.


Although the humid, muddy, and disease-ridden circumstances of Sindhu made armies very unwilling to invade unless absolutely necessary, this was not a rule set in stone, so the Sindhi still had to think about it.


"Haha, I know that Venerable Sirs cannot make this choice, but I would like you to convey this to the High Priest and have the High Priest choose. In addition, I am not asking that Venerable Sirs deprive the other empires of their quotas, but for the Great Tang to be supplied first. Once our transaction is concluded, Sindhu can continue its transactions with the other empires."


Wang Chong had apparently predicted the greatest worry of these monks.


"In addition, after such a long time, I don't believe that the High Priest has not taken any measures to increase the Hyderabad ore production."


"Young Master truly has an insightful gaze. Truly, nothing can be hidden from you."


The two gave bitter smiles.


"Ever since the first transaction with Young Master, the High Priest has issued a decree for more men to be recruited to increase the Hyderabad ore production. These measures are already beginning to yield results, but the amount Young Master requests is still rather large for us."


"I can pay in advance a part of the six million taels. I am sure that the High Priest will carefully consider my proposition. In addition, with this gold, the High Priest can recruit even more people to increase the production," Wang Chong said.


Arloja and Ablonodan glanced at each other before saying, "This… We should still go and ask the High Priest. Young Master, please give us a little time. We will try and get a reply back to you as quickly as possible."


"Okay!"


Wang Chong nodded. Arloja and Ablonodan stayed in the City of Steel for a few days before Wang Chong personally sent them off.


……


While Wang Chong was taking care of various matters regarding the Western Regions, in the distant capital, the air was fraught with tension.


"The Sage Emperor has decreed that if his cherished subjects have concerns, they should quickly present a memorial, and if they have none, they should take their leave!"


A whip cracked in the court, and the presiding eunuch's voice echoed through the hall. The many officials were arrayed amidst the coiling dragon pillars, and the atmosphere was eerily still. Everyone was quiet, and a strangeness suffused the air.


"Your Majesty, this subject has a memorial!"


At this moment, Imperial Censor Meng Xuan suddenly stepped forward, his hands holding up a ceremonial tablet.


"Qixi Protector-General Fumeng Lingcha colluded with the Fourth Prince with the intention of rebelling. In addition, he lied on military reports and deceived the sovereign. These are truly crimes that cannot be forgiven. But the Qixi border cannot be without a general for a single day. This subject proposes that a new Qixi Protector-General should be decided on as quickly as possible so as to pacify morale, guard the borders, and prevent any disturbances."


As Meng Xuan spoke, all the officials raised their heads to look nervously at the upper reaches of the hall.


Although they appeared calm on the surface, an undercurrent was surging through the hall.


Qixi Protector-General!


The moment Fumeng Lingcha was imprisoned and this position became vacant, all the factions began to desire it for themselves. Very few positions in the empire held an authority that exceeded that of Imperial Protector-General, and anyone with ambition would want it. But since no one had ever brought it up in the previous sessions, no one had said anything about it.


But now that someone had broached the subject, everything had changed.


Before anyone else could speak, the dragon-robed King Qi immediately stepped forward and spoke. "Your Majesty, this subject proposes Yao Guangyi for the post of Qixi Protector-General! Yao Guangyi comes from a prestigious house. As Prime Minister, his sire, the Venerable Duke Yao, was both talented and morally upright, receiving the respect of all the officials. Even Your Majesty was full of praise for him. Venerable Duke Yao was a great influence on Yao Guangyi, and it is said that a tiger father cannot have a dog son. Besides that, Yao Guangyi is both brave and wise, accomplished in both civil and martial matters. He is truly the best candidate for Qixi Protector-General!"


"Unacceptable!"


King Song immediately stepped forward, his figure like a looming mountain.


"The Qixi Protector-General must at least be at the level of an Imperial Great General. Yao Guangyi's talents are only at the upper-middle, still a great distance from Great General. He is simply not suitable for Qixi Protector-General!"


"Hmph, if Yao Guangyi is not suitable, then who do you think is suitable?" King Qi sneered.


King Song looked at King Qi and said, "If you insist on choosing Yao Guangyi, then I would rather recommend Wang Yan. At the very least, Wang Yan has greater aptitude, and in the war of the southwest, he rendered a great service, showing that his abilities are not ordinary. In every way, he is a better candidate for Qixi Protector-General than Yao Guangyi!"


"Nonsense! Since Yao Guangyi is suitable, Wang Yan is now suitable? You yourself said that the Qixi Protector-General needs to be on the Great General level. Do you think Wang Yan passes that muster?" King Qi harshly shot back.


"Your Majesty, this subject believes that both Yao Guangyi and Wang Yan are unsuitable!"


While King Song and King Qi were fiercely quarreling, a shrill voice interrupted them. Surprised, all the officials, including King Song and King Qi, turned in the direction of that voice.


Imperial Censor Hao!


The sight of that graying and shriveled figure, impartial and incorruptible, left everyone shocked. Imperial censors were charged with inspecting the world and impeaching the officials. They were famous for being blunt, and Imperial Censor Hao was one of the more outstanding ones. He was more than sixty years old and had an extremely long career. At his age, he still remained steadfast in his task, equally criticizing princes, ministers, and minor functionaries for their faults and errors.


Upon seeing him, even King Song and King Qi were speechless.
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Imperial Censor Hao stood out from the ranks and sternly said, "This subject proposes Tongluo Great General Abusi for the post of Qixi Protector-General! Great General has rendered many services for the court, and his strength is no less than Fumeng Lingcha's. This subject believes that with him present, Qixi will remain safe and untroubled."


Buzz!


The Tongluo Great General had originally been watching the proceedings with a detached eye, but Imperial Censor Hao's words were like a bolt out of the blue, immediately causing his expression to contort. He had been perfectly fine listening to the argument between King Song and King Qi, never imagining that he would be touched by the flames.


"Your Majesty, I cannot!"


Abusi immediately kneeled down, his head pressed to the ground.


"Since the era of His Majesty Taizong, the Tongluo people have always stood guard at the sovereign's side. Abusi is willing to always stand guard at Your Majesty's side. This lowly subject appreciates Imperial Censor Hao's intentions!"


Abusi's complexion had gotten much paler.


Qixi Protector-General might have been a position of great status and prestige, but it was currently everyone's target, with countless ambitious people aiming for it. Even imperial clansmen like King Song and King Qi were struggling for it. By recommending him at a time like this, Imperial Censor Hao might as well have put him onto the roasting rack to be cooked.


Besides that, the Protector-General post might have had a high status, but how could it compare to being close to the sovereign? Fumeng Lingcha had wasted so much time and energy trying to get into the capital to be close to the Emperor, so was he going to do the exact opposite and run off to distant Qixi?


With Imperial Censor Hao interrupting King Song and King Qi and recommending Great General Abusi, and then Abusi flatly rejecting the offer, the atmosphere in the hall quickly became lively, with everyone eager to step forward.


Yang Zhao stepped forward and sternly declared, "Your Majesty, this subject recommends Protector-General Xianyu Zhongtong—" But he was interrupted before he could even finish speaking.


"Lord Yao, are you joking?" said Assistant Minister of Personnel Liu Shao, standing next to a large coiling dragon pillar, with a chilly voice. "Xianyu Zhongtong is already Annan Protector-General. Is this not enough? You want him to hold two posts at once? If we follow this train of thought, shouldn't we also recommend Andong Protector-General Zhang Shougui, Beiting Protector-General An Sishun, and even Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi?"


"Hmph, how is Xianyu Zhongtong like those other Protector-Generals? In the southwest, Mengshe Zhao has been completely subdued, and Ü-Tsang's Ngari Royal Lineage has completely collapsed and will need decades before its sun that has sunk into the west can finally rise back up from the east. The southwest is peaceful and free of war. Has the Andong Protectorate done this? The Beiting Protectorate? So why isn't Xianyu Zhongtong suitable?"


Yang Zhao held his head high and confidently went on, "In addition, Xianyu Zhongtong is already a Protector-General, so there should be no problem with him assuming the post of Qixi Protector-General, with everything done smoothly and skillfully. Please take note of this proposal, Your Majesty!"


The bystanders in the hall all chortled in derision. They could all see what Yang Zhao was up to. The people of the southwest were trying to spread their influence to the northwest and increase the power of their faction.


Yang Zhao and Liu Shao were still arguing when another voice butted in, "Your Majesty, this subject proposes the Duke of Guo, Chai Zhiyi1, and the Duke of Tan, Feng Zhiru!"




Minister of Revenue Zhou Jing held up his ceremonial tablet as he continued, "The ancestors of the Duke of Guo and the Duke of Tan were both subjects who rendered great service in the founding of this country, following Emperor Gaozong and Emperor Taizong in their conquests of the world. They are both loyal to the Great Tang, devoted and free of ulterior motives. In addition, both clans have many ministers and generals in their line, with strategies and martial arts being passed down through the generations. If they take the position of Qixi Protector-General, Your Majesty will be able to sleep without worry."


Zhou Jing's words immediately made the hall much quieter. Even Yang Zhao, so anxious to increase his influence, had decided to shut his mouth, a fearful look in his eyes.


The Founding Dukes!


The appearance of these people in any place would immediately create an incredibly thorny problem, with all the other factions immediately becoming extremely cautious. The reason was simple. 'The Founding Dukes' did not refer to just one or two clans, but an enormously powerful and ancient faction. These were storied clans who had begun to operate at the founding of the Great Tang. They were ancient trees, with vast canopies and roots deeply entrenched in the Great Tang, so inextricably linked with the imperial household that they were almost one.


Although those Founding Dukes were gradually beginning to wane, no longer shining as dazzlingly as their ancestors, no one in the Great Tang dared to underestimate them.


With Zhou Jing recommending Duke of Guo Chai Zhiyi and Duke of Tan Feng Zhiru, no one would believe that there was no one backing him. Right now, none of the officials present knew if it was just the Chai Clan and the Feng Clan backing Zhou Jing, or if this was the collective will of all the Founding Dukes. But either option meant that this struggle had entered a whole new phase. Even the long-silent Founding Dukes were beginning to show themselves, apparently hoping that they could flex their power in the military by getting the spot of Qixi Protector-General.


With this faction involved, everyone found themselves at a loss for what to do.


Silence continued to reign in the court. Many of those officials who had wanted to recommend their own trusted aides began to hesitate, wanting to speak but also unwilling to make enemies with that ancient faction.


"Your Majesty, this subject would like to recommend the Smoke Signal General Zhang Zhengbei of the border!"


Finally, someone decided to break the silence. Minister of Personnel Zhou Jing was instantly enraged. The Feng Clan and the Chai Clan were both powers with deep roots in the court. He had been preparing for this moment for ages, but he had never expected someone to try and cut in at this time.


Bastard! I'd like to see just who wants to make enemies of the Feng Clan and the Chai Clan…


Zhou Jing turned his head to give a resentful glare, but he was immediately left in a daze.


Zhao Qiang!


Zhou Jing had originally believed that someone who dared to make enemies with the Feng Clan and the Chai Clan had to at least be one of the Six Ministers or Assistant Ministers, or one of the officials ranked at lower rank one, upper rank two, or lower rank two at the worst. But this person was a minor official of lower rank three, an auxiliary official of the Bureau of Military Personnel, a whole two ranks beneath him.


But this wasn't the crucial part. What was important was that although Zhao Qiang was a minor official, everyone knew the person backing him.


The First Prince!


Zhou Jing paled as he realized who he was contending with.


Does even the First Prince want to throw his hat into the ring for Qixi Protector-General?!


Zhou Jing suddenly recalled that the Smoke Signal General that Zhao Qiang spoke of was rumored in the court to have joined the First Prince's faction, but there had been no evidence to prove this collusion. In addition, the First Prince had never had any dealings with Zhang Zhengbei, and without any proof of any close relationship, no one had taken the rumors seriously.


But this was clearly no longer the case. If Zhao Qiang was speaking on the First Prince's behalf, then he had a real problem on his hands. The Feng Clan and Chai Clan undoubtedly represented the oldest and most deep-rooted faction of the Great Tang, but the First Prince was one of the contenders for the throne, a potential successor to the Sage Emperor. To fight with a future Emperor over the position of Qixi Protector-General was truly unwise.


This is going to be difficult!


Zhou Jing instantly began to frown. It was obvious that events were not proceeding how he predicted. Meanwhile, the other officials had also noticed the same thing that Zhou Jing had. Even King Song and King Qi, Imperial Princes of the Great Tang, couldn't help but frown.


What is Ying-er trying to do?


King Song's brow was tightly creased as he silently thought to himself. In the meantime, Zhao Qiang continued to speak.


"…Zhang Zhengbei has guarded the border for seven to eight years. In Beiting, he has always been extremely proactive, pushing back large and small Turkic raids seventy to eighty times in a single year. In addition, he is always willing to go to the aid of the other border forts. The Turks are extremely cautious when it comes to his stretch of the border and even now don't dare to cross. In addition, last year, when Beiting Protector-General An Sishun launched a suppression operation of the north, Zhang Zhengbei rendered great service, killing the greatest number of Turkic soldiers and capturing the most. He is extremely hawkish when it comes to the Western Turks. This lowly subject believes that if Zhang Zhengbei is chosen for Qixi Protector-General, he will definitely be able to fend off the Tibetans and the Turks, stabilizing Qixi."


A rude voice interrupted this profuse praise. "Hmph, Zhao Qiang, do you understand what brazen lies you speak? Is the Qixi Protector-General some random post that any nobody could take? Is it a post that one can receive after scrounging up a little merit on the border? Perhaps you think that the Great Generals of the Western Turkic Khaganate are just furnishings? If Zhang Zhengbei is so great, why doesn't he attack the commander tents of the Western Turkic Khaganate? If the Western Turkic Khaganate leads an army westward and Qixi is lost, will you accept the responsibility? Are border conflicts the same as battles between Imperial Great Generals? I can't believe the nonsense I'm hearing!"


In a place not far from Zhao Qiang, lower rank three official Ye Zhun of the Bureau of Revenue walked out from the ranks. Ye Zhun was thirty-six or so, and his complexion was clean and fair, his eyes narrow. In both age and rank, he occupied the same position as Zhao Qiang.


"Your Majesty, this subject wishes to impeach Zhao Qiang for dereliction of duty, for criminal neglect! Qixi Protector-General is such an important position, and yet Zhao Qiang actually recommends a minor border general. He must be harboring evil intentions. This subject believes that he should be executed!"


The word 'executed' immediately had the officials in the hall on their guard. This debate over the next Qixi Protector-General had suddenly begun to smell like a battlefield.


"Ye Zhun, you're speaking nonsense. Zhang Zhengbei is proficient in Hu languages, and he has many Hu officers under him, giving him a unique advantage in commanding Hu soldiers. He would command a natural obedience as Qixi Protector-General, and both Hu and Han would be united. Wouldn't this be excellent? It is you, Ye Zhun, who is too loose with the tongue. Your Majesty, this subject wishes to impeach Ye Zhun for disturbing the court and disrespecting the sovereign. Your Majesty, please punish him!"


Zhao Qiang was red in the face, incensed by Ye Zhun's rebuke.

______________
1. This 'Zhiyi' is 治仪, while Wang Chong's acquaintance Chai Zhiyi uses 志义. They share the same surname, so they might be related. Perhaps this clan has a tradition of naming their successors with names that sound almost identical?↩
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"Zhao Qiang, you know yourself if I'm speaking nonsense, and do you think no one knows what your intentions are…" Ye Zhun suddenly blurted out.


The people around him all began to shrink back in unease. The officials in their direct vicinity were particularly affected, like they were hung over a blazing fire and wanted to break free. However, court regulations bound them to their ranks, forbidding them from moving out of turn.


Damn it, it's the First Prince and the Seventh Prince! They've actually begun to quarrel in the middle of the court.


Even the upper and lower rank two officials in the hall were beginning to grow uneasy. Zhao Qiang might have been a minor official, but he had the First Prince backing him, and Ye Zhun had the Seventh Prince's support. In every dynasty, the War of the Princes had always been extremely intense. In this battle for the unequalled and supreme throne of the Emperor, all brotherhood and camaraderie had to stand to the side.


Although the First Prince currently held the most support, the other princes were still struggling mightily against him. The Fourth Prince had been the first to be exposed, having thought of the absurd idea of bringing the Hu Great Generals on the border into his battle against the First Prince. However, another prince had also been struggling just as much against the First Prince: the Seventh Prince, Li Huang.


It was forbidden by the Emperor for the princes to court the important officials of the court, but there was generally no problem if they tried to court minor ones. Lower rank three was generally the upper limit tolerated by the generations of sovereigns. For officials at this rank and below, the Emperors would turn a blind eye to the princes. It was now an unspoken rule of the War of the Princes.


Even though the Sage Emperor knew what the princes were doing behind his back, he would mostly ignore it and not dig into the matter too deeply.


The selection for Qixi Protector-General had ultimately turned into a struggle between the princes. No one had expected this at the outset, and now, all of them wanted to get as far away as possible. The example of the Fourth Prince was still fresh on their minds, so no one dared to interfere in this battle between the First Prince and Seventh Prince.


In the hall, many important officials were beginning to panic, shooting glances at the throne. But the Sage Emperor remained unmoving behind the bead curtain, and no one could tell what he was thinking. However, since the Sage Emperor had not expressed his dissatisfaction, it was clear that he didn't really mind this quarrel.


Zhao Qiang and Ye Zhun, who had begun this quarrel with some reservations and fears, saw that the Sage Emperor did not care, or at least wasn't indicating such, and instantly began to intensify their bickering.


In the middle of that fierce debate, a ringing voice drowned them out, echoing through the hall. "Your Majesty, this subject also recommends Great General Abusi! This lowly subject believes that Imperial Censor Hao's argument is reasonable!"


The Tongluo Great General was still kneeling, and his complexion immediately turned green as he heard someone once again endorse him for Qixi Protector-General. Bastard! Which of these blind fools has decided to recommend me?! He fiercely turned his head in anger, but then he shivered, his fury vanishing without a trace.


The Prime Minister!


Abusi's body chilled, and he froze like a frog facing down a snake, his heart drowning in fear and unease. As a member of a long line of Tongluo Great Generals that had served the Emperors for more than a hundred years, from Taizong to the Sage Emperor, Abusi had very few people that he truly needed to fear.


Many times, when Abusi was forced to kneel, it wasn't because he feared the imperial censors or the other officials, but because he was worried about what the Emperor might think. In truth, the Emperor was the only person that the Tongluo truly needed to fear.


Besides that, as an Imperial Great General, Abusi was a upper rank one official in his own right, above many other officials. However, Abusi had never been much of one to speak, never participating in any court debates, so many people had forgotten that his rank was equal to Geshu Han, An Sishun, Fumeng Lingcha, and Gao Xianzhi.


Abusi feared none of these officials, except the Prime Minister of the Great Tang.


"Lord Prime Minister, this subject understands your good intentions, but when Abusi inherited the position of Chief of the Tongluo, he swore an oath to always serve at the sovereign's side, to guard His Majesty's safety. Even if offered high status and reward, this lowly subject will never leave His Majesty! His Majesty is wise and divine, and even if Abusi must die, he will never leave His Majesty's side."


Abusi pressed his head against the ground while his heart crazily thumped.


Meanwhile, Abusi's fierce oath had silenced all the officials. In particular, Imperial Censor Hao, who had been the first to recommend him, was greatly disappointed, but there was nothing that he could do. Abusi had already said that he would not leave the Sage Emperor's side even if he died. Anyone who recommended him now would be forcing him to commit suicide.




"Oh."


This was all that the tall and thin figure standing at the very first row said before he stepped back into the ranks.


As if incited by the Prime Minister's suggestion, another official, one with wise eyes and a kind face, seemed to think of something and stepped out of the ranks. "Your Majesty, if Great General Abusi is not suitable, this lowly subject would like to recommend Minister of War Zhangchou Jianqiong, the Tiger of the Empire. As Annan Protector-General, he oversaw the southwest for ten-some years with no problems and is greatly experienced. This lowly subject believes that if Lord Zhangchou temporarily takes the position of Qixi Protector-General, Qixi will be stable until someone else can be found."


Buzz!


Zhangchou Jianqiong had been carefully listening to the arguments, but upon hearing his own name, he trembled, paling at the impact of this unexpected blow. Turning his head, he saw that one of the officials of the Bureau of Military Personnel was currently giving him a kind smile, but this smile only made Zhangchou Jianqiong turn green in the face.


Zhou Cheng!


Zhangchou Jianqiong immediately recognized this as a lower rank three official serving under him. When he had first entered the Bureau of Military Personnel, this fellow served his tea and many other tasks, following him everywhere and doing his utmost to serve him, unlike the others. Zhangchou Jianqiong could sense that this fellow had nothing but kind intentions, but it was precisely this that infuriated Zhangchou Jianqiong.


This bastard—does he know what he's doing?


Zhangchou Jianqiong clenched his teeth in rage. He had finally managed to get himself transferred from the border to the capital and taken the position of Minister of War, so why would he abandon all he had worked for to go and be Qixi Protector-General? It might have been just a temporary post that he would eventually return from, but was the Minister of War a seat that could be left temporarily vacant? By the time he came back, the position of Minister of War would have been given to someone else.


Zhangchou Jianqiong immediately stepped out of his rank and bowed, his voice resounding through the hall. "Your Majesty, this is not acceptable. This subject is currently serving as Minister of War and is not suitable for taking up any other post!"


"Your Majesty, this subject also believes that Lord Zhangchou is not suitable. Your lowly subject recommends the Bloody Plunder General Liu Xiwei!"


"Your Majesty, your subject recommends the Army Shattering General Jin Yuping!"


"Unacceptable! Your Majesty, this subject recommends Border General Long Qianfan! This lowly subject believes that he is an even better choice!"


The quarreling and debate continued in the hall. With one person offering their suggestion, everyone else began to add in their own opinion, recommending the candidates they had thought of beforehand. Chaos reigned in the hall, and as King Song watched the officials bicker amongst each other, his brow creased tighter and tighter, and he couldn't help but give a long sigh.


……


While the debate over the new Qixi Protector-General continued without end in the Imperial Court, in the distant City of Steel, Wang Chong was welcoming a guest he had never expected. He was enjoying breakfast when a scout rushed into his room.


"Lord Marquis, there's a Hu outside asking to see you. He says he has something that he wishes to negotiate with you."


"Oh?"


Wang Chong's eyes flashed in surprise. The population of the City of Steel was almost completely Han, and he could count the Hu that he knew with his fingers. He truly couldn't think of someone who needed to find him.


"What did that person say his name was?"


"It seems… it seems like he was called Hulayeg," the scout finally managed after thinking for a few moments.


"What?!"


Wang Chong's heart thumped in alarm as he immediately jumped to his feet.


At this point, the familiar voice of the Stone of Destiny rang out in his mind. "Warning: user's mission, 'Warhorses of the Great Tang', is on the verge of failure. User has only one chance to salvage this mission. Mission failure will result in a penalty of 2000 points of Destiny Energy."


Caught off guard, Wang Chong couldn't help but shiver.


What's going on here? Didn't we already advise Hulayeg on how to proceed, and didn't he already implement the changes? Where did all these difficulties come from?


By now, Wang Chong could tell that something had gone wrong on Hulayeg's end, and it was jeopardizing the warhorse deal they had made with each other.


"Where is he? Take me to go and see him," Wang Chong immediately said.


Outside an inn within the City of Steel, Wang Chong saw Hulayeg for the first time in quite a while. He was leading a horse and wearing a dress. He was restless, constantly looking in the direction that he had come from.


"Hulayeg."


Wang Chong only needed to call out for Hulayeg to immediately tremble and turn his head. At that moment, Wang Chong could finally get a clear picture of his face. Hulayeg's eyes were sunken, his cheek bones protruding. His face was haggard and he had clearly shed a great deal of weight.


"Wang Chong, wonderful, you're finally here!"


Hulayeg had apparently seen his savior in Wang Chong, immediately rushing forward in agitation.


"Save me, you, you have to save me! Or else I'm doomed for sure…"


Eyes bloodshot and lips trembling, Hulayeg almost fell on his knees in front of Wang Chong.


"Hulayeg, don't rush. Let's go inside and sit, and then you can tell me what's going on," Wang Chong said soothingly, placing his hands on Hulayeg's shoulder.


Wang Chong turned his head and ordered the scout, "Prepare some hot tea." Hulayeg had seemingly suffered some great shock, so drinking some tea would help calm him down.
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In Wang Chong's room, Hulayeg truly did calm down after drinking a few cups of tea, after which he was finally able to explain what had happened. Hulayeg had done exactly as Wang Chong had said. With that steward who had tried to betray him taken care of, Wang Chong's gold, and Xu Qiqin's help, Hulayeg felt like he was the master of the Great Steppe, living a truly refreshing and pleasurable life.


And with gold opening the way, Hulayeg was able to climb to an even higher status. The deal with the Great Tang for three hundred thousand warhorses had left all the tribes of the steppe drooling, and he couldn't even count the number of shameless tribal chieftains who chased after him for the sake of getting in on this deal. But a storm could always come out of the blue, and Hulayeg's heedless buying of warhorses on the Turkic steppe and his enormous wealth had attracted the attention of a man: the Black Wolf Yabgu of the Western Turkic Khaganate, Agudu Lan.


Agudu Lan had dispatched his subordinates to investigate this matter, and they quickly traced the matter back to Hulayeg. In addition, Agudu Lan had dispatched another subordinate to find out where the warhorses were going, who followed the clues until he finally found the City of Steel's Wang Chong at the end. The two incidents added together swiftly made Hulayeg the target of the Black Wolf Yabgu.


Hulayeg had sensed this danger and immediately fled, but the Black Wolf Yabgu's assassins had been relentless in their pursuit. Hulayeg had barely escaped with his life, changing his appearance and disguising himself before finally succeeding. But he was still in trouble, because after escaping, he realized that he had nowhere to go. In the end, the only person he could think of was Wang Chong.


"Wang Chong, you have to save me. I'm worked on the steppe for so long, put in my blood and sweat. I can't just give it up like this. And besides, if I can't get back to the steppe, we won't be able to continue our transaction. Wang Chong, I already have nowhere else to go. Only you can help me now. If you save me from this disaster, I'll definitely repay you many times over."


Hulayeg clutched Wang Chong's right hand like he was holding onto his savior.


Wang Chong's brows were tightly creased as he silently contemplated the haggard and dejected Hulayeg. He had never expected Hulayeg to experience such a large incident, as it had not happened in his last life. His interactions with Hulayeg had caused many things to change, and the Black Wolf Yabgu's hunting Hulayeg down was clearly one of them.


"Hulayeg, are you saying that you are currently wanted by the entire Western Turkic Khaganate?" Wang Chong suddenly asked.


"It's not so bad as that."


Hulayeg hurriedly waved his hands.


"I'm being hunted down purely on the Black Wolf Yabgu's orders. As for the Khagan… I've basically bribed everyone at his side, and I've even bribed the people around the Khatun1. But the Black Wolf Yabgu is a relative of Ishbara, and imperial blood flows through his veins. Although he's not a very close relative, he still has an extremely revered status. There's nothing I can do if he wants to kill me, and none of the people I bribed would want to make enemies of the Black Wolf Yabgu for my sake."




"Understood."


After hearing all this, Wang Chong nodded and gave a long sigh. If Hulayeg was wanted by the entire Western Turkic Khaganate, even Wang Chong was powerless. But if it was just the Black Wolf Yabgu, things were different. As long as he took care of the Black Wolf Yabgu, Hulayeg's problems would be smoothly resolved.


"Hulayeg, you don't need to worry. Leave this to me. In at most two months, I'll take care of this matter for you and return you to the Great Steppe," Wang Chong lightly said, his voice brimming with confidence, subconsciously making others believe in him.


"Really?!"


Hulayeg was overjoyed. He had originally come because he knew of no one else except Wang Chong that could help him, and wanted to try his luck, but he had never expected Wang Chong to so quickly agree. And he had even promised that the problem would be dealt with in two months, something Hulayeg would have never believed possible.


"Heh, after working together for so long, have I ever deceived you?" Wang Chong said, his entire body slowly beginning to exude a powerful aura.


After Hulayeg was escorted out, the smile on Wang Chong's face began to fade.


I didn't think it would be him!


Wang Chong began to quietly think, his brow slowly creasing. 'Black Wolf Yabgu Agudu Lan' was a name that Wang Chong was far too familiar with. In Qixi, there were two big threats. One was the Asura War God of the Tibetan Plateau, Dayan Mangban, who he had already killed, temporarily resolving any dangers from the west.


The remaining one was the Black Wolf Yabgu of the Western Turkic Khaganate, Agudu Lan. This person's style was in complete contrast to Dayan Mangban's. While Dayan Mangban enjoyed direct assaults, the Black Wolf Yabgu liked to watch from the shadows, waiting for the right opening before delivering the fatal blow.


But though their styles differed, they were equally threatening.


Ever since the battle of the triangular gap, the Turkic steppe had remained silent. Wang Chong had never expected that this was how the Black Wolf Yabgu would present himself to him. The three hundred thousand warhorses were important to both him and the Great Tang. He could not allow this plan to be ruined by the Black Wolf Yabgu.


It seems like I'll have to bring that matter forward, Wang Chong silently concluded, a cold and harsh light in his eyes.


……


On the distant Turkic steppe, seven to eight hundred kilometers from the defensive lines of the Qixi Protectorate army, a massive golden tent soared into the sky. It was guarded by thousands of Turkic cavalry, each of them stern and stalwart, like unsheathed swords. And not far from the Turkic cavalry, massive black wolves with bared teeth sauntered around the perimeter.


Man and wolf worked together in harmony as if they were one.


Only on the Turkic steppe could one see such a scene.


"Have you found out where Hulayeg went?"


A figure swayed within the golden tent, speaking in a crude and savage tone.


"Lord Yabgu, Hulayeg is truly cunning. He actually disguised himself as a woman to escape, and our men were momentarily fooled and let him pass. He has already reached the City of Steel, the territory of that Great Tang youth. As Lord Yabgu previously ordered, we did not pursue him."


A thin Turkic scout kneeled on the ground, his face as white as a sheet of paper and his forehead glistening with cold sweat.


"What?!! Nothing but a lot of bastards!"


The Black Wolf Yabgu was furious, and with a crash, he smashed one of the large pearls seized from Hulayeg's house into powder.


"If you can't even catch a trifling horse merchant, what good are you people! Someone come—"


At these words, the kneeling scout instantly turned ashen, even his posture becoming unsteady. After serving with the Black Wolf Yabgu for so long, he knew what these words meant. Once the Black Wolf Yabgu began to call for someone, heads would roll.


"Slow yourself!"


At this moment, a youthful voice broke in. A young Turkic man dressed in luxurious clothing, evidence of his unusual status, walked out from behind the Black Wolf Yabgu and gently pushed down the Yabgu's raised hand.


"It's just a little horse merchant. Is there a need for Lord Yabgu to be so enraged? And besides that, it's enough that we seized so many objects from his home. Is it necessary to be so angry with your subordinates? In comparison to this trifling merchant, what we need to do next is far more worth Lord Yabgu's attention. Is that not the case?"


The Turkic youth's words greatly cooled the Black Wolf Yabgu's temper. As he rubbed the frigid eagle ring on his index finger, he finally calmed down.


"Get out of my sight!"


"Many thanks, Lord Yabgu."


The scout immediately left the tent.


"What news is there from the Qixi Protectorate?"


The moment the scout left, the Black Wolf Yabgu turned to the Turkic youth. He had left everything regarding the Qixi Protectorate to this youth, and that he had spoken up clearly meant that there was new information.


"Haha, everything is as Lord Yabgu predicted. With Fumeng Lingcha entangled in the Great Tang's War of the Princes, Qixi is like a group of dragons without a leader. It has been divided into many factions, all of them opposing each other, all of them fighting for the post of Qixi Protector-General. Just as Lord Yabgu ordered, we have already begun to get in touch with a few of them and done our utmost to court them, agreeing to all kinds of conditions. The effects are already evident. A few of them have already indicated that they would bring some soldiers from Qixi and defect to us. This is an incredibly rare opportunity. We can use it to heavily wound the Qixi Protectorate," the Turkic youth said, his voice exultant.


"Not heavily wound the Qixi Protectorate," the Black Wolf Yabgu said with a frown. "Our goal is not to enrage the Great Tang and start a great war with them. We would be just as foolish as the Tibetans if we did that. Moreover, heavily wounding the Qixi Protectorate isn't that useful. The Great Tang will continue to send troops that way, and while the loss of some tens of thousands of soldiers won't have too great of an effect on the Great Tang, it will incur its ire. The crucial factor is the Qixi Protectorate's massive armory."


The Turkic youth instantly fell silent.


He knew what the Black Wolf Yabgu was talking about. The Qixi Protectorate owned the largest armory in the Western Regions, perhaps the largest along the entire Great Tang border. After the Sage Emperor decreed its construction, this armory had played an enormous role in assisting the Great Tang in its western advance and in its expeditions to the north.


Such was the massive size of the armory that its heavy ballistae alone numbered one hundred thousand, with the various kinds of armor and arrows being simply uncountable. However, although the armory was in Qixi, it did not belong to the Qixi Protectorate. The Qixi Protectorate was simply tasked with guarding it.


This armory supplied the equipment for Anxi, Beiting, Qixi, and Longxi. The transfer of any equipment from it required a decree from the Sage Emperor, which meant that though the Qixi sat on a treasury, it had no right to use it.


This was a point that the Western Turkic Khaganate could exploit.

______________
1. The Khatun is the Khagan's wife.↩
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The Black Wolf Yabgu's desire for that massive armory was not a one- or two-day affair, but during Fumeng Lingcha's tenure, the armory had been tightly defended, with Fumeng Lingcha himself ready to set out at any moment, leaving the Yabgu with no opportunities to speak of. But now, with Fumeng Lingcha called back to the capital, and, according to the rumors, already in jail, the Western Turkic Khaganate had an incredibly rare chance.


"…You saw yourself how it was in the last war with Beiting." The Black Wolf Yabgu suddenly broke the silence. "Their equipment was far too astonishing. Rather than losing in a contest of skill, we lost to their massive amount of equipment, and all of Beiting's equipment came from this armory. Thus, I'm sure you understand how important this mission is."


"Yabgu, be at ease. I will definitely handle this matter appropriately," the thin Turkic youth said.




"Mm."


The Black Wolf Yabgu nodded and sternly advised, "This matter is very important to you as well, so don't mess it up. In addition, you can take all of Hulayeg's wealth to bribe those Qixi Protectorate commanders. Have them move away the guards around the armory and let down their guard."


"Understood!"


The Turkic youth excitedly left.


……


Wushang, the City of Steel.


Wang Chong was standing in front of a massive model of Qixi. In the center of this model was a massive hall, the Qixi Protectorate headquarters. But everyone's gazes were not focused on the headquarters. Instead, they were looking at the nearby armory.


Wang Chong stretched out his right hand and pointed at the armory on the model. "Based on what we know, the Western Turkic Khaganate has always wanted to deal with this largest armory in the northwest. In truth, even Ü-Tsang has wanted to do something about it. In the past, the presence of Fumeng Lingcha had always made them too afraid to do anything, but with Fumeng Lingcha now gone, the Qixi Protectorate is leaderless and rife with internal discord. This is an extremely rare opportunity for these two countries, and they definitely won't let it go."


"Milord, how wise!" said Hulayeg from the side. Hulayeg already regarded Wang Chong as someone descended from the heavens. After all, he had experienced Wang Chong's powerful predictive abilities several times. The attempted betrayal of his steward and that dangerous incident he had encountered in the Eastern Turkic Khaganate had made Hulayeg a wholehearted believer of Wang Chong.


"Lord Marquis, should we send troops and strengthen the defenses?" Li Siye said, a frown on his face as he gestured at the armory. Although he had no idea where Wang Chong had gotten this information, Li Siye had never doubted him.


"Haha, the exact opposite."


Wang Chong shook his head and chuckled.


"To take, you have to give. Not only can we not strengthen the defenses, we want to weaken them. Only if we bait the potential attackers can we eliminate them and excise the hidden disease. If not, they will remain in the shadows, requiring us to guard against them at every moment and never get a good night's sleep."


"Lord Marquis means that we should withdraw the defenses around the armory? But that armory is actually the possession of the imperial clan. We don't have the authority to do such a thing, and perhaps not even the Qixi Protectorate does either," Cheng Sanyuan said, his brow creased.


"Haha, in the past, there was naturally no way, but there's no guarantee now. The Qixi Protectorate is in chaos, dragons without a leader. This is the best moment for anyone who wants to try their hand."


Wang Chong grinned, his careless and confident smile as persuasive as ever.


This truly was the case!


The Qixi Protectorate was currently splintered into all sorts of factions, allowing a possibility of success in any sort of venture.


"Xu Keyi, I leave this matter to you."


After taking part in the operation to find Fumeng Lingcha's trusted subordinate, Xu Keyi was slowly growing more impressive, increasingly capable of holding his own. Although the Qixi Protectorate was currently in the hands of those Hu commanders, it still had quite a few Han commanders as well. With the right methods, one could use these Han commanders to influence the Hu commanders to withdraw the guards around the armory without much difficulty.


"Yes, Lord Marquis! This officer will go!"


Xu Keyi bowed and left.


Flap flap!


Just when Wang Chong had finished handling everything and giving his orders, the flapping of wings alarmed the gathered officers. Turning their heads, they saw a black messenger bird flying into the room through the window.


"It's a messenger bird from the capital!"


The sight of this bird made everyone slightly pale. News from the capital was delivered by special birds, and the color of the bird corresponded to the urgency of the message. Black was used for only the greatest of emergencies.


"What's going on?"


Wang Chong's brow creased, belying the massive shock in his heart. At this moment, he truly couldn't think of why a letter would be sent from the capital.


"Bring it over!"


A guard quickly took the letter from the messenger bird and respectfully placed it in Wang Chong's hands.


Wang Chong opened the letter, and the moment his eyes set upon it, he paled.


"Li Siye, I leave this place to you. I need to return to the capital!"


Wang Chong got up and left, quickly rushing past flabbergasted gazes and over the threshold. In the blink of an eye, he was gone.


……


"What?! The Young Marquis of the Great Tang left his fief of Wushang and went to the capital?"


On the distant Turkic steppe, within the golden tent, the Black Wolf Yabgu Agudu Lan had just received the news, and his eyes flew open as he leapt to his feet in disbelief.


"Lord Yabgu, this news has been confirmed multiple times. The people we have tracking him followed him from Wushang all the way to Sand Pass and saw him leave in the direction of the capital," a Turkic scout kneeling on the floor respectfully said.


The Western Regions was home to a variety of Hu, and a Turk mixing in with the crowd here would stand out far less than they would in the capital of the Great Tang.


The Black Wolf Yabgu leaned forward and sternly asked, "Have you found out the reason? Why would he choose to leave Qixi at a time like this?"


Too sudden!


The Black Wolf Yabgu was greatly astonished by Wang Chong's departure, and his mind was in turmoil.


There were only two people in Qixi that he feared. One was the old Protector-General of Qixi, Great General Fumeng Lingcha. That man was a crafty fox that was very difficult to deal with, and he was also extremely strong. The other person was that Young Marquis Wang Chong, who everyone seemed to be constantly underestimating.


Unlike the people from other factions, Agudu Lan had met with the Ghost Eye Yabgu, and the information this Yabgu had brought back from the Mountain of God was different from the information brought back by any other party. That seventeen-year-old youth had displayed incredible talent on the southwestern battlefield. The Ghost Eye Yabgu had frankly stated that the number of people in both the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates that could compare to that youth in the art of war could be counted on one hand, maybe even just three fingers.


This assessment had led Ishbara Khagan to decree that this Great Tang youth had to die.


But though this youth was an incredible commander, his slightly weaker martial arts were his weak point, his fatal weakness. Agudu Lan had thought a few times about leading his forces down to the south, breaking past the defenses of the Qixi Protectorate and assaulting Wushang's City of Steel with the intent of killing the Great Tang youth in a surprise raid.


But Agudu Lan discovered that someone had come upon this idea and acted upon it even faster than he had. This man had been the Asura War God of Ü-Tsang, Dayan Mangban!


When Agudu Lan heard that Dayan Mangban had died at the battle of the triangular gap, he had received a massive mental blow, and all the murderous intent had drained out of him. Although he had rarely met with this Asura War god, much less spoken with him, they were friends in spirit, both lions of the Qixi territory.


Agudu Lan knew that his strength was comparable to Dayan Mangban's, both being Brigadier Generals.


If not even Dayan Mangban was a match for Wang Chong, Agudu Lan could never believe that he would have much of an advantage. At the very least, hoping to behead Wang Chong with a single lightning-strike blow was extremely implausible. This was why he had broken off the pursuit of Hulayeg when he heard that the merchant had fled to Wushang.


"Milord, we have learned that it apparently has something to do with the Young Marquis's second brother. Based on what we've found out, his second brother committed a crime, killed someone, and it apparently involves a princess. This incident took place very suddenly, so he was forced to return."


The scout continued to kneel as he subserviently gave the report.


The second brother? Isn't that the fellow called Wang Bei?


Agudu Lan's eyes widened in surprise as he began to think. He had long ago gathered all the available information on Wang Chong. Unlike the other factions, the Black Wolf Yabgu had been very thorough, so he even knew that Wang Chong's second brother Wang Bei suffered from some sort of hereditary madness.


After suffering a bout of this madness many years ago, he had been locked up in the imperial prison. He hadn't expected him to suddenly be released.


"Continue investigating! I need the veracity of this information confirmed as soon as possible!" the Black Wolf Yabgu immediately ordered. He was extremely cautious with regards to this operation, as he always was.


With Fumeng Lingcha gone, Agudu Lan only had Wang Chong left to fear. Wushang was neither close nor far to the Qixi Protectorate. At the very least, if anything happened at Qixi, Wang Chong could quickly arrive with reinforcements.


But if not even Wang Chong was there, then there was no one in all of Qixi that could give Agudu Lan pause.


This was the best chance to strike against the Qixi armory!



                                                                        Chapter 827: Ambush, the Black Wolf Yabgu! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




The Black Wolf Yabgu didn't have to wait for long. A few days later, a large eagle came flying from the direction of the capital like a bolt of lightning, crossing the Great Steppe to land within the Black Wolf Yabgu's tent. There were only a few lines on the letter it delivered.


'The information is accurate. Wang Chong's second brother Wang Bei was released from the imperial prison several days ago and then suffered a bout of madness and began to randomly kill people on the street. The incident created quite a stir, and the Court of Judicial Review is already involved. In addition, this matter truly does involve an imperial princess.'


Beneath these words were additional bits of related information.


"Hahaha, good!"


The Black Wolf Yabgu's brow relaxed, all his worries swept away. He felt so energized and refreshed that he couldn't help but roar with laughter, his voice resounding over the steppe.


"The heavens are truly assisting me. Since we have this chance, there's no need to wait for anything else. Pass on my order for the army to assemble. Tonight, we will completely destroy the Great Tang's Qixi Armory!"


The Great Tang's massive armory had always been like a fishbone stuck in the throat of the Western Turkic Khaganate. The Black Wolf Yabgu had long desired to destroy it. This was not just some idea that he had thought up in the last two days, or even the last two years. Now, the time was right to realize his dreams.


"Yes, your subordinate will go!"


The guard quickly left.


Rumble!


Like a stone sending ripples through a lake, the Black Wolf Yabgu's order caused the neighs of horses to rise from the steppe as countless Turkic warriors answered the call. At the same time, the black wolves howled as the pack gathered.


In a flash, the steppe was tinged with the somber air that came before a battle.


……


It was the Zi Period, late at night. At the border of Qixi and the Great Steppe, what was once a heavily guarded place packed with soldiers was completely empty.


"Hahaha, using wealth to avoid calamities, these fellows truly are reliable!"


In the darkness, a rough and crude voice spoke in Turkic tongue and laughed, then the scout horseman quickly left. Suddenly, the earth began to tremble as hundreds upon thousands of cavalry began to emerge. At the very front of this army was a muscular figure, riding a mighty steed that was even taller than a man. This man's hair and clothes were flapping in the wind, and his body exuded a wild and savage aura.


"Keep up, everyone! Attack quickly to end a battle quickly! Anyone who falls behind or messes up will be punished accordingly once we return!"


The Black Wolf Yabgu's voice drifted through the darkness.


"Hahaha, relax, Milord can do no wrong!"


"We're just setting a fire in Qixi and turning the place upside down."


"Hahaha, how can we just set a fire? We have to at least kill one or two people. Anyone who stops us will die! If we can't even do this, we should just go back and suck our mothers' milk!"


The dark night was instantly filled with laughter as the cavalry galloped through the gap and headed toward the Qixi Protectorate. Behind them, the black wolves silently followed, their eyes shining with a dark green light. After entering through the steppe, they began to head northwest, taking care to keep a distance from Wushang's City of Steel.


The late-night winds howled across Qixi, drowning out much of the noise made by the horse hooves.


The five thousand Turkic soldiers traveled through the night like ghosts, silently galloping in the direction of the Qixi Armory. Surprisingly, they encountered no lookouts or defenses. The many sentries and lookouts from Fumeng Lingcha's tenure seemed to have utterly vanished. The Black Wolf Yabgu carefully inspected the surroundings before giving a satisfied nod.


The wealth of the traitor Hulayeg had proved useful. The Hu commanders had taken these bribes and done just as expected, withdrawing all their sentries.


As long as he could burn down the Qixi Armory, everything would be worth it.


Rumble! The five thousand cavalry continued to ride through the blustery winds. Around an hour later, they finally spotted that massive building, looming over the horizon like some primordial beast, visible from several dozen li away. Even at this distance, it was still possible to sense an enormous and suffocating pressure. In the face of that massive building, all palaces and towers were like insignificant ants.


The Qixi Armory!


The sight of this massive silhouette only galvanized the Black Wolf Yabgu. This massive armory contained hundreds of thousands of various types of ballistae, suits of armor, sabers and swords, spears, and halberds. Ten-some years ago, the Black Wolf Yabgu had disguised himself as a merchant from the Western Regions and viewed it during the day. Just a glance of that magnificent scene had left him deeply shocked.


The building had been constructed by the architects of the Imperial Palace. The outer walls were all built of metal and were extremely tough, with countermeasures against arson already being considered.


…But this is futile. There is nothing in the world that can't burn.


While riding, the Black Wolf Yabgu glanced at the leather bags and wooden tubes hanging from the side of his horse, a harsh light in his eyes. They did not contain water, but Arabian oil. Each of his five thousand soldiers carried a few of these bags and tubes, and once they poured out the oil, even steel would burn.


More importantly, the Black Wolf Yabgu had requested a Hu commander of Qixi to place a great deal of hay in the armory.


"Everyone, follow me!" the Black Wolf Yabgu suddenly bellowed as he accelerated.


The five thousand Turkic cavalry kicked up a cloud of dust as they closed the distance with the Qixi Armory. After thirty minutes, the Qixi Armory was very close, not even one thousand zhang away. In the distance, the guards at the armory gate seemed to have noticed them and were shouting.


"Haha, it's too late now!"


A cruel and savage smile appeared on the Black Wolf Yabgu's face. He was seeing the effect of his plans. The Qixi Armory still had some guards, but not even one-tenth of the usual force. Just these men alone were simply no match for his hand-picked Turkic elites.


"It's about time; kill them all! Destroy the Qixi Armory!"


The Black Wolf Yabgu pulled out his scimitar and swung it forward. In an instant, the five thousand Turkic warriors began to roar and bellow, all of them enthusiastically charging forward.


"Kill them all!"


"Hahaha, that guard yelling by the gate is mine. No one else better take him from me!"


"Kill these Tang! Now is the time for us Turks to counterattack!"


The five thousand cavalry pulled out their weapons and pushed their speeds to the limit, galloping to the gate of the Qixi Armory. With Qixi leaderless and rife with discord, there was no one left that could threaten them. Tonight, the blood of the Qixi Protectorate army would spill by the bucketload.


Clangclangclang!


The Turkic warriors began to unleash their war halos, which descended to their feet with a metallic clattering. With their five thousand halos released, the five thousand cavalry began to merge into one, a massive wave that swept over the earth, threatening to engulf the Qixi Armory.


In the face of this wave of energy, the Qixi guards were like fireflies before the full moon, and they fell into further chaos as they panicked.


The Black Wolf Yabgu was responsible for the western border, and he had battled with the Qixi Protectorate countless times. For this night raid, he had brought nothing but elites who had fought with him for many years. Even if they were not comparable to Dayan Mangban's White Braves, they were definitely not too far behind, and they were definitely more than enough to deal with the armory guards.


Rumble! The earth quaked, and as the five thousand Turkic cavalry emerged out of the darkness like ghosts from the abyss, the Qixi Armory guards fell into utter disarray. But just when these people were about to be pulverized beneath Turkic horse hooves…


Bang!


Without any warning, the several dozen Turkic warriors at the very front suddenly dropped down along with their horses. The surrounding earth had suddenly given way, revealing a massive pit, the bottom covered with sharp iron spikes.


As these warhorses dropped down, their bodies were stabbed by the spikes, and some of the Turkic warriors who were thrown from their steeds fell into the pit and were left heavily injured. Neeeigh! The screams of the horses echoed through the air. The exultant and charging Turkic army instantly fell into chaos.


"What's going on?!"


The Black Wolf Yabgu was greatly alarmed by this sight. His machinations had caused most of the guards around the Qixi Armory to be transferred away, leaving only one-tenth the original force, no threat to his men. Moreover, he had bribed more than half of the Hu commanders in the Qixi Protectorate army. He couldn't think of a reason for the appearance of this large horse trap.


"Careful!" the Black Wolf Yabgu called out, his eyes flying open as an intense unease seized his heart. This was not what had been agreed to, and he had a feeling that something had gone wrong. But before the Black Wolf Yabgu could give the call to pull back and have his army go around, shrill whistles suddenly filled the sky.


Thwishthwishthwish!


Fire arrows left dazzling arcs in the night sky as they dropped down around the soldiers. Fwoomp! Wherever a fire arrow landed, a massive fire would erupt, flames licking the sky. The raging fires were scattered all about, completely enclosing the Turkic army.


The night became as bright as day.


"Shit, it's an ambush!"


The Black Wolf Yabgu suddenly found it impossible to breathe, his heart even seeming to miss a beat. In his rush to destroy the Qixi Armory, he had failed to notice anything, but now that the surroundings were brightly lit by the fires, he could see that hay and dried leaves had been piled up on the ground, as well as scattered piles of torches.
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It was obvious that these piles of hay and torches had been prepared beforehand, just waiting for the Turks to walk into the trap.


But this was only the beginning. Rumble! A massive noise came from above the Black Wolf Yabgu as something howled through the wind. The Yabgu raised his head and saw that some black silhouette was rapidly approaching him. With a boom, it landed in front of him.


Close up, the Black Wolf Yabgu realized that it was a massive wooden pillar. Something had been written on it, not in the Han characters commonly used in Qixi, but in Turkic.


'In the thirty-eighth year of the Sage Emperor’s reign, on the seventeenth of the eleventh month, the Black Wolf Yabgu of the Western Turkic Khaganate, Agudu Lan, died in this place, and this stele was erected in commemoration'! (TN: The thirty-eighth year of the Sage Emperor’s reign coincides with the year 750.)


"Bastard!"


Agudu Lan was immediately enraged.


"Just who was it? Get out here!"


Agudu Lan's bellow resounded through the darkness. Agudu Lan's reputation in the Western Regions was no less than Dayan Mangban's, both of them renowned generals who stood at the peak of the region. Anyone who dared to scheme against him from the shadows would have to pay a price.


There was no one left in Qixi that was a match for him. Even if his opponent was lying in ambush, the results would prove that they had just been seeking death!


After what seemed like both a second and an eternity, a roar of laughter began to echo in the darkness. "Hahaha, Agudu Lan, I've been waiting for you for a long time!" It was an extremely young voice, one satisfied to see a plan succeed. Neeeigh! A warhorse with hooves as white as snow cried out as it galloped into view, a sixteen- or seventeen-year-old youth of extraordinary demeanor riding upon it.


"Kiiill!"


A shout shook the heavens, and suddenly, hundreds upon thousands of cavalry were charging at the Turks like a hurricane, with a momentum more alarming and terrifying than the charge of the five thousand Turkic cavalry.


"Wang Chong!"


Agudu Lan did not notice those cavalry charging out of the darkness. That teenager had immediately seized all his attention the moment he had appeared.


"This can't be!"


Agudu Lan felt like he had been struck by an enormous force. Although he had never seen this youth, he had reviewed mountains of drawings and information about him. Agudu Lan was extremely familiar with him, and knew of all his titles: the Young Marquis of the Great Tang, the Son of Heaven's disciple, the future Eighth Great General of the Central Plains… but none of these titles could surpass his name, Wang Chong!


Didn't he go to the capital? Didn't his second brother get in trouble? He even killed a princess! How could he appear here?


Agudu Lan found it impossible to believe his eyes.


Too sudden!


Not even the entire Qixi Protectorate army appearing here would have given him as much of a shock. Only after confirming everything in both the capital and Wushang had he begun the operation. If he had known Wang Chong was in Wushang, he would have definitely been more cautious and waited much longer.


Does he not even care about his second brother?!


Countless thoughts flew through his mind, but Agudu Lan quickly composed himself.


"Everyone, listen up! Eight hundred of you, push through the gate, spread the oil, and light the fire! The rest of you, follow me! Wang Chong, since you've come to find me, I might as well fulfill your wish. All soldiers, kill the Young Marquis of the Great Tang. The one who does will be rewarded one million taels of gold and the title of Dagan1! Kill!!"




His scimitar glistening with cold light, Agudu Lan urged his horse forward, dragging countless afterimages behind him as he charged at Wang Chong. Behind him, the five thousand Turkic cavalry split up, eight hundred making their way around the pit to attack the armory while the remaining four-thousand-some followed Agudu Lan.


The five thousand Turks had needed only a few moments to regain their composure, and none of them were panicked. But this sight only made Wang Chong grin. No matter how experienced and well-trained Agudu Lan's soldiers were, in Wang Chong's eyes, they were amateurs showing off in front of a master. Agudu Lan's Turkic cavalry wouldn't even be able to keep up with the White Braves, much less the Wushang Cavalry.


"Li Siye, Huang Botian, Elder Fang, Elder Du, follow me. Everyone else, deal with the Turkic cavalry. Don't let a single one go!"


Wang Chong's eyes glimmered like sharp swords as he stared at Agudu Lan, his entire body exploding with fighting intent. Today, he could finally take care of both of the largest threats to Qixi. Dayan Mangban was already dead, leaving only Agudu Lan. With him gone, Wang Chong could leave Qixi without fear of any troubles in the rear.


Rumble! Hooves pounded against the earth, each impact seeming to carry the weight of ten thousand jun, pushing the ground to the verge of shattering. Wang Chong and Agudu Lan charged at each other as fast as they possibly could. Even more frightening was that neither of them was holding anything back, building up attacks imbued with unimaginable power.


"Vast Heaven Earth Art!


"Great Yinyang Art!"


Wang Chong pressed against the back of his horse as he unleashed his halos. In addition, after equipping the Karmic Battle Armor, Wang Chong immediately used the two supreme techniques of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art. Buzz! The world was suddenly divided in two, the heavens bright and the earth pitch-black.


At the boundary between these two domains, the images of the sun and moon manifested, bolstering Wang Chong into a mighty god who had descended from the heavens.


Rumble!


Wang Chong and his horse began to produce a fierce gale, destructive energy wrapping around them as they shot like a meteor toward Agudu Lan.


"War God Raises the Heavens, Mount Sanmi!"


As Agudu Lan's roar echoed through the skies, light and shadow intersected while a dreadful energy exploded from his body. Rooar! A hoarse and low cry, like the bellow of a god, rang out in the air. The image of a massive god dressed in a full suit of armor had appeared above him, one palm extended into the sky, three heavy and massive mountains appearing with it.


Even though these were only illusions of mountains, anyone who set eyes on them would feel an enormous pressure, subconsciously trembling in fear and worship.


Mount Sanmi!


This was the seat of the Western Turkic Khaganate, the place where Ishbara Khagan resided. In Turkic legends, it was said that the ancient spirits had once fought a great war in the skies over the khaganate. During this war, one of the divine mountains was knocked down from the heavens, falling to the earth to become Mount Sanmi, currently located in the Western Turkic Khaganate.


Agudu Lan belonged to a branch of the Western Turkic Khaganate's imperial clan, and this 'Mount Sanmi Divine Art' was one of the techniques of the imperial clan, possessing enormous power and shocking lethality. It was one of the supreme techniques of the Western Regions, and generations of Turkic leaders had used it to subdue the kingdoms of the Western Regions, making these small kingdoms fear the wrath of the Turks.


"Come!"


Agudu Lan roared as he shot into the air like a statue protruding into the sky, clashing fiercely with Wang Chong.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


As the two collided in the air, a violet gout of flame shot out, wrapping around Agudu Lan. Yet Agudu Lan's expression remained savage, not minding this flame at all as he brawled with Wang Chong.


"Li Siye, let's go!"


In the rear, Huang Botian was wearing a suit of black armor as he lunged forward to join the fight, Li Siye at his side.


"Stone General!"


"Halo of Storm!"


Both of these fierce generals pushed their strength to the extreme, and their attacks exploded on Agudu Lan's body with a thunderous boom. Meanwhile, Elder Du and Elder Fang dropped down from the skies with a crushing pressure, working with the other three to completely surround Agudu Lan.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


Attacked by five people, Agudu Lan was immediately on the defensive. While the six people battled, the eight hundred Turkic warriors had finished circling around the pit and reached the gate of the armory.


"Brothers, this is our chance! Lord Marquis and the others are putting their lives on the line. We can't get lazy!"


"Bastards! These Turk barbarians really think that no one knew of their secretive deals? Kill them!"


"If you want to attack the armory, first get past us!"


At the gate of the Qixi Armory, Xu Keyi, Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, Chen Bin, and the other officers were standing in a line, their Wootz Steel swords gleaming in the darkness. Kill! Eyes flashing cold light, these officers immediately led several hundred fully-armored clan experts against the eight hundred Turks.


Whoosh!


Wootz Steel swords sliced through the air, and a large Turkic steed and its rider were immediately cleaved in two, spilling organs out onto the ground. But Xu Keyi did not stop. With a nimble leap, he slashed at yet another Turkic warrior.

______________
1. 'Dagan' was a title used in the Turkic Khaganate as an officer rank of some sort.↩
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The six hundred men Xu Keyi had brought with him had all served as training partners to the Wushang Cavalry. They were true elites, cavalry themselves and familiar with all the various tactics and techniques used on horseback. Although they were few in number, they were extremely powerful, and experts at dealing with cavalry.


They were clever and agile, never engaging with cavalry in a direct confrontation, so even though they were outnumbered by the Turks, they were able to avoid any serious injuries. In addition, such was their strength that they were all like Xu Keyi, cleaving through the Turks and their horses, armor and all, with just a single blow!


Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoosh!


The Wootz Steel swords sliced through the darkness, playing out the eerie dance of death, the only sound that of sharp edges cutting through flesh and the thud of bodies hitting the ground. "Aaaah!" Corpses covered the ground in front of the Qixi Armory and screams began to fill the air.


"Spread the oil! Use the oil to deal with them!"


"Light the fire! Burn these Tang to death!"


The Turks were not lacking in quick-witted and intelligent soldiers, and the eight hundred warriors quickly began to open up the leather bags and throw them into the air, spraying Xu Keyi's men with Arabian oil. Meanwhile, other Turks were ready with fire starters. With a whoosh, they ignited them and threw them toward the oil.


"You've gone mad! This oil was meant for destroying the Qixi Armory!"


"It's too late for that! If we don't kill them, we'll all die here!"


One Turk tried to stop his comrades, but he was quickly cut off. The fire starters, little embers of fire in the night, flew toward Xu Keyi's men. But while still several feet away, they were blocked by an invisible wall of energy, burning away in the air, unable to get close to the Tang.


"Profound Martial realm!"


The eight hundred Turks felt their hearts grow cold. Profound Martial experts had sturdy barriers of Stellar Energy around him, so the Arabian oil would find it very difficult to pose a threat to them.


"Hmph, you only realize this now?" Xu Keyi sneered. "Everyone, hear my order! Kill them all!"


With this order, another several dozen Turkic warriors were felled. But while this intense battle ensued, no one noticed a group of Turkic soldiers stealthily working around the battle and heading to the gate. However, around one zhang from the gate, they noticed something strange. No matter where they went, the Turks would always end up coming back to their original spot.


The Qixi Armory gate one zhang away seemed to be in another time and space. No matter how they tried, they couldn't get close.


"What's going on? Why can't we get over there?"


"What spirits are at work here? How did we get back here?"


"What evil arts have those Tang used! This is too strange!"


"Don't worry about that! Just charge over on our horses!"


"Ah! I hit the wall."


The Turks felt their hairs standing on end. They had used all sorts of methods to try and get into the armory, yet the gate continued to stand there, impossible to approach. These warriors of the Turkic steppe were true soldiers, and even if their heads were to drop to the ground, they would never crease their brow, yet this situation was simply too strange and impossible to understand using common sense.


They had used all their strength, but none of it had been of any use.


Hmph, the armory is such an important thing, so did you really think that we would only have six hundred soldiers here to deal with you?


Xu Keyi had just cleaved through another Turkic warrior when he heard these comments, and he couldn't help but chortle to himself. The marquis was a god of planning, and he had already made arrangements against all of Agudu Lan's strategies. After all, the Qixi Armory was not some toy, and it could not be left undefended.


Elder Fang and Elder Du had installed an illusory formation in front of the Qixi Armory gate. Everything would look normal from a distance, but as one approached, they would be caught in the formation and led elsewhere, which resulted in those Turks constantly running into walls. The 'gate' that they saw wasn't even the real gate.


And even if they used pure strength to push through, they would fall into another befuddling formation. Under the influence of this formation, what they believed to be a straight-line charge would actually lead them on a slant. Xu Keyi had no idea how those elders had managed to pull it off, but he had asked Elder Du and Elder Fang to let him try it out one day. On that day, Xu Keyi had come out with a swollen face, his eyes unfocused and his head dizzy, with the rest of the day spent vomiting.


Those Turkic cavalry were weaker than him, so it would be more strange if they actually managed to find the gate.


"Brothers, let's go! Kill all these Turks and let them understand the power of the Tang!" Xu Keyi called out.


He once more took the lead, his Wootz Steel sword once more cleaving a horse from head to hoof. Clang! Just when Xu Keyi was about to slay his twentieth Turk, there was a metallic whistle, and a strange golden saber struck the spine of the Wootz Steel sword, jolting it away and preventing yet another horse from being slain.


"An expert!" Xu Keyi yelled out in alarm, his eyes flying open. Someone who could accurately strike the spine of his sword while he had been attacking at such high speed was definitely no ordinary warrior.


"You scoundrel, your opponent is me! Don't bully these grunts!"


An icy voice, speaking in awkward Han, came from overhead. Xu Keyi looked up and saw a vicious Turkic commander, equipped with wolf armor and savagely glaring at him. In comparison to the surrounding Turkic cavalry, he was like a crane amongst chickens, his strength clearly a level above the rest.


"Ha, how interesting. If you want to fight, then come!"


Xu Keyi laughed, elatedly gripping his sword with both hands and suddenly exploding into a flurry of attacks aimed at the Turkic commander. A few seconds later, Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, Chen Bin and the other officers faced their own opponents.


Clangclangclang! Swords twinkled and gleamed in the darkness as the two sides battled; roars, screams, and neighs created a single discordant din. Meanwhile, the nearby Qixi Protectorate headquarters remained silent and pitch-black, as if everyone within had silently agreed to act like they heard nothing.


While Xu Keyi's side had fallen into a stalemate, Wang Chong's side was completely one-sided…


Neigh!


Rumble!


Warhorse after warhorse crashed to the ground, the impacts ringing throughout the battlefield. The forty-two hundred soldiers under Agudu Lan were no match against the Wushang Cavalry, crumbling to pieces in the face of the Arrow Formation. In a single clash, more than eighteen hundred soldiers had died, which made Agudu Lan's heart bleed and troubled him more than his own situation.


This had been a raid, not an actual battle, so Agudu Lan had not brought along his entire force, only his elites. Even so, five thousand was quite a large force for a raid. However, Agudu Lan had never expected that his trusted elites would be so powerless against Wang Chong.


Although he had known that Dayan Mangban's White Braves had been completely wiped out at the battle of the triangular gap, only after truly battling with these Tang did he understand what Dayan Mangban had been facing.


Too powerful! Too powerful! Only the Khagan's elite Sanmi Army, Wolf God Army, and Golden Tent Army could be a match for them!


Agudu Lan felt like a storm had swept through his mind, leaving behind shock and turmoil. He knew that those several thousand cavalry in Wushang's City of Steel were powerful, but not this powerful. These were not something his soldiers could handle. If this continued, all his men would be wiped out.


"Retreat! Quickly! All soldiers withdraw!"


Agudu Lan was both furious and alarmed. His dantian exploded, pushing back his five attackers, and he let out a shrill whistle. Phweet! The sound traveled deep into the darkness. Awoooo! A mournful wolf howl responded, and in an instant, more and more wolf howls began to rise.


A wolf pack! This Agudu Lan really did bring wolves to do battle!


Wang Chong heard the howls of the approaching wolf pack, and his eyes flashed for a moment. The Turks were the most unique of the Great Tang's opponents on its border. Aside from ordinary soldiers, they also often brought many wolves to do battle with them.


Although a wolf wasn't anything to fear for a fully-armored soldier, things were different once the number of wolves reached a certain level. Thus, when actually battling with the Turks, one could not simply compare the number of soldiers on both sides, a fact which gave a headache to many of the soldiers on the northern border.


Although Wang Chong had been the Grand Marshal of the world, by the time he had risen to this position, the power of the Great Steppe had completely declined, leaving him no opportunity to fight with them. Thus, this was his first time seeing wolf packs used in actual battle.


"Ha, it seems like you've prepared rather well. Unfortunately, it's still useless!" Wang Chong sneered. If the supreme Wushang Cavalry could not even deal with a wolf pack, then their reputation was truly wasted.


Boom! Just when Agudu Lan was about to flee, Wang Chong shot forward and joined with Elder Fang, Elder Du, Li Siye, and Huang Botian to swiftly bring him back down.


Wang Chong laughed and said, "Haha, Lord Yabgu, I haven't agreed to it, so why are you in such a rush to leave? A single visit is so rare that you must stay a night. After all, I've even made a wooden stele for you."
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"Bastard!"


Agudu Lan's eyes blazed with rage. Wang Chong was merely a youth who had recently gotten a little famous in the Great Tang, but he was a Yabgu who had served the Turks for ten-some years. Based purely on age, he could be considered Wang Chong's uncle. Even Fumeng Lingcha had to pay him a little respect, so he could not possibly accept being played around with by a mere junior.


"Whether or not I can leave, I will kill you today!"


Waves of searing energy began to rise from Agudu Lan's body. He put aside any thoughts of retreat and began to use the strongest technique of the Mount Sanmi Divine Art.


"Mount Sanmi falls; the godly realm descends!"


The massive image of Mount Sanmi manifested in the air, exuding its aura of infinite weight. And above Mount Sanmi was a massive figure, one that inspired a primal dread as it descended from the heavens.


Mount Sanmi had fallen, and the godly realm was descending!


According to the myths of the Great Steppe, when Mount Sanmi fell from the godly realm during the war of the gods, it had unleashed a calamity on the steppe, a dreadful apocalypse for the Turks.


Rumble!


Agudu Lan was surrounded by a fierce aura, and his body began to swell as he transformed into a god. Gathering up all his strength, he dodged Elder Fang, Elder Du, Li Siye, and Huang Botian. The scimitar in his hand was suddenly overlaid with the image of Mount Sanmi, and he slashed down at Wang Chong's head, his strike seeming to contain all the power of the godly realm.


In the face of all this, Wang Chong fearlessly grinned. Although he was still weaker than Agudu Lan, he had the formidable defensive capabilities of the Karmic Battle Armor and his Saint Martial cultivation, so Agudu Lan's attack would be much less effective.


"Haha, come!"


Wang Chong made no attempts to dodge, gathering all the energy in his body and shooting toward Agudu Lan like a meteor. The moment before their clash, the violet flame of the Stellar Energy Igniter erupted from Wang Chong's body. This violet flame originated from the Strength of Lu Wu and had an inconceivable effect against Saint Martial experts.


Wang Chong had used this move during the battle of the triangular gap to bring Dayan Mangban down to around tier 4 or 5 of the Saint Martial realm. It would be just as effective against Agudu Lan.


But just when Wang Chong was ready to clash with Agudu Lan, buzz! There was a flash of light and a cold gust of wind, and then Agudu Lan was gone. When Wang Chong was able to get a clear view of the situation, he realized that Agudu Lan was trying to run.


That vigorous resolve, those heroic words to fight until the death, had just been part of a strategic smokescreen so that he could make his escape.


"Hahaha, Agudu Lan, I truly overestimated you. But do you really think you can escape?"


Rather than being shocked, Wang Chong was all too happy to see this sight. A general who kept on trying to flee could only use seventy percent of their strength. He had been a little surprised, but Agudu Lan was looking down on him too much if he thought that he could escape without paying a price.


"Elder Fang, Elder Du!" Wang Chong immediately called out.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Elder Fang and Elder Du had grim expressions, having prepared exactly for this moment. Boom! As Agudu Lan turned to flee, one of the elders immediately kicked one of the surrounding rocks into the distance.


"What's this?"


Agudu Lan could see some black object out of the corner of his eye, and he inadvertently gave it a wary glance. When he saw that it was a stone, he was suddenly overcome by an indescribably strange feeling.


What is this brat doing?


Agudu Lan was an old hand of the Western Regions, yet he had never seen anything so strange. But there was no time to think, and since that stone wasn't headed in his direction, he cast the matter to the back of his mind and continued to flee.


In the rear, Wang Chong only smirked, not even attempting to chase him down. Agudu Lan might have been the Black Wolf Yabgu, but his experiences were still a little shallow. Not only was he unaware that this was one of the illusory and befuddling formations of the Central Plains, he had apparently never heard of them either.


Set! Wang Chong mentally called out as he watched the large rock hit the ground. Rumble! The surrounding area began to shake, and dust shot into the sky, transforming into a shroud that walled off every direction. Agudu Lan, who had almost run twenty zhang by now, was immediately obstructed by this wall of dust.


The clear path before him had instantly vanished, and everything around him was hazy and dim.


"Not good!"


Caught off guard, Agudu Lan couldn't help but yelp in alarm. But he could not afford the slightest delay, and the moment the wall of dust descended, Agudu Lan exerted all the Stellar Energy in his body, explosively accelerating, crashing like a meteor into the wall in the hopes that he could break through.


Rumble! The heavens and earth trembled, but Agudu Lan did not crash through the wall as he had expected. On the contrary, this mighty collision set off a chain of unexpected changes. The world turned before his eyes like a revolving stone plate, carrying Agudu Lan with it.


What is going on here?


Agudu Lan might have been the Black Wolf Yabgu known throughout the Western Regions, but this problem that could not be explained through common sense and could not be solved through force still left him panicked and afraid. Rumble! After what seemed like both a second and eternity, everything finally came to a stop.


"Black Wolf Yabgu, I've been waiting a long time!"


That familiar voice, tinged with laughter, rang out in his ears. Agudu Lan's eyes widened, and when he saw Wang Chong, Li Siye, Huang Botian, and the strangely-dressed Elders Fang and Du, his heart sank like a stone.


Agudu Lan knew that he wouldn't be able to escape this time!


"Vast Heaven Earth Art!


"Great Yinyang Art!"


"Halo of Storm!"


"Stone General!"


With Agudu Lan deposited back in front of them by the formation, Wang Chong, Li Siye, Huang Botian, Elder Fang, and Elder Du utilized their strongest attacks, unleashing a storm of attacks upon the Yabgu.


……


Awoooo!


Outside the formation, thousands of black wolves were leaping into the air with their teeth bared to attack the Wushang Cavalry. Each Wushang Cavalry was dealing with three or four of these large wolves, which simultaneously attacked the hindquarters, the underbelly, and the rider. Other cavalry would have had their hands full dealing with these wolves, but Wang Chong's Wushang Cavalry were well-trained and powerful, their strongest advantage being their tacit cooperation.


Swish! Swish! Swish!


Spears and swords moved as quickly as lightning bolts. Each thrust or slash was fierce and accurate, always aiming for the head or heart of these wolves. A single blow was enough to immediately end the life of one of these large and powerful beasts.


The Wushang Cavalry worked together to kill these black wolves, with three cavalrymen grouping up and working together to kill five or six wolves in the blink of an eye. No matter how many wolves there were, the Wushang Cavalry were like rocks protruding out of the ocean, firm and stable no matter how many waves of wolves crashed down upon them. At this sight, the warriors of the Turkic steppe trembled in fear.


The wolves of the steppe had never been the primary fighting force of the Turks, so no one had ever hoped that the wolves could win the battle. But this wolf slaughter, this silent cooperation with no extraneous actions, was an expression of extreme callousness and determination such as Turkic warriors had never seen before.


"Run! We're no match for them."


"No! Lord Yabgu has disappeared. They've used some evil technique to imprison Lord Yabgu. We have to save him!"


While some of the Turkic warriors were intimidated by the cruelty and efficiency of the Tang cavalry, another group of Turkic warriors was madly charging toward the place Agudu Lan had been a few moments ago! Phweet! A Turkic commander whistled, immediately summoning several hundred wolves to follow him on this assault.


"Hmph, no one should think about saving that Turkic Yabgu today. Since they're seeking death, just kill them all!"


A hundred-man commander of the Wushang Cavalry leveled his spear, his eyes exuding a sharp and frigid light.


"Kiiill!"


With this order, the hundred-man commander led the charge, a hundred Wushang Cavalry having already gathered behind him into a small-scale Arrow Formation. Awooo! The wolves howled as the Wushang Cavalry swept through, leaving chaos in their wake. Neither wolf nor Turk was able to withstand their might.


"Charge!"


The other Wushang Cavalry seized this chance and began to pursue. Horses neighed and weapons gleamed in the darkness. Swishswishswish! Swords cut through flesh and the Turkic warriors screamed as they were brought down to the ground. After several charges, less than one thousand of Agudu Lan's men remained.


"Run! These aren't human! Run!"


At this sight, the remaining cavalry lost all resolve and scattered like fleeing beasts. Meanwhile, in the formation set up by Elder Fang and Elder Du, Stellar Energy rumbled as all kinds of techniques and martial arts clashed in a tempest of attacks, the battle reaching a climax.


"Aaaaah!"


A scream cut through the night like a peal of thunder, resounding across all of Qixi. A few moments later, the scream suddenly stopped. Within the formation, all fell silent as the battle finally came to a close.
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"Whew!"


Within the formation, Wang Chong slowly drew back his hands and let out a deep breath. Wang Chong felt his body seethe as the last stream of Brigadier-General-level Saint Martial energy entered his body, elevating him from Saint Martial Tier 1 to Tier 2, ultimately pushing all the way to Tier 3.


"This shouldn't be. What evil art is this?"


A weak and feeble voice, lingering on the edge of death, came from in front of him. Agudu Lan's body was shriveled up, leaving behind only a layer of skin hanging on a frame of bones. Yet even in this dreadful state, Agudu Lan was not yet dead, his eyes fixed on Wang Chong.


"The Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, the supreme evil art of the Central Plains!"


Wang Chong smiled as he stood up and answered Agudu Lan's final question.


"Evil art, evil art… so that was it!"


Agudu Lan's eyes unfocused, and that last ray of light in his eyes vanished like a flickering candle extinguished by the wind. Thud! His body leaned over and struck the ground.


"Congratulations to user for killing Agudu Lan and resolving the other major threat to Qixi. In addition, with the death of the Black Wolf Yabgu, a major event, the course of the Western Turkic Khaganate has been altered. User is rewarded with 2000 points of Destiny Energy!


"Congratulations to user for salvaging the mission 'Warhorses of the Great Tang' and avoiding the penalty for mission failure!"


At this moment, the voice of the Stone of Destiny rang out in his mind and a smile crept onto Wang Chong's face. The 2000 points of Destiny Energy he received from killing Agudu Lan coupled with his previous rewards meant that he had now accumulated 4670 Destiny Energy.


I can exchange for another set of rewards from the Stone of Destiny now! Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Wang Chong had gradually begun to realize that the best way to gain Destiny Energy was to kill extraordinarily powerful and influential enemies. These people were often linked to the fate of their respective empires, and killing them would result in a reward for changing the course of history.


But I should still save up this Destiny Energy for now. When I need it in the future, I can exchange for some extremely formidable abilities! Wang Chong decided.


During the battle of the triangular gap, Wang Chong had expended most of his Destiny Energy for the Karmic Battle Armor, and he was slowly beginning to get a taste of the rewards offered by the Stone of Destiny. The Stone of Destiny had some rather precious treasures up for exchange that could play an extremely influential role in battle with elite experts, but these treasures would have a massive price. Still, all of these treasures were worth the price, being more powerful the more Destiny Energy they cost.


"Elder Fang, Elder Du!"


Wang Chong turned to the two Wushang elders, and the two began to make hand movements, releasing pulses of Stellar Energy. The ground trembled as the surrounding walls of dust quickly dispersed, revealing the Qixi Armory. The ground was covered in corpses and irrigated by rivers of blood that not even the darkness could hide. The air stank with the pungent stench of blood.


Wang Chong had barely left the boundary of the formation when a blood-covered scout captain carrying a spear walked over. "Lord Marquis, the battle has already concluded. The Turks have been crushed, with only four or five hundred managing to flee. In addition, we managed to take some of them captive. How should we handle them?"


"If they escaped, forget it. There's no need to chase them down," Wang Chong indifferently said. "As for the captives, bring them all back with us. In addition, tell everyone to get ready to withdraw."


He was very satisfied with the results of this battle. The ground was covered with corpses, but most of them belonged to the Turks and their wolves. The casualties of the Wushang Cavalry were extremely limited, with the majority only having suffered light wounds.


Xu Keyi rode up on a horse and called out, "Lord Marquis! The people from the Qixi Protectorate seem to finally be coming over. Should we meet with them and hand the matter over to them?"


Wang Chong followed Xu Keyi's gaze and saw the light of torches in the distance. The torches were approaching, accompanied by the thundering of hooves. After all this time, the Qixi Protectorate had finally reacted. Some people were coming to see what was going on, but based on the sound of the hooves, it wasn't very many.


"Forget it. This isn't the time to meet them. Inform everyone that we're leaving soon. As for the armory, let's leave it to them to handle."


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


……


Wang Chong and his five thousand Wushang Cavalry quickly departed, not waiting for the people from the Qixi Protectorate to arrive. Not long after they left, a fierce Qixi commander along with some two thousand soldiers appeared. In the light of their torches, they saw a gruesome battlefield, and all of them recoiled in shock, some of them ghastly pale and apparently about to vomit.


"How formidable. Look at the symbol on their armor, a wolf head. This is the sign of a Turkic warrior. All of them were true soldiers!"


"If I remember correctly, these people would be considered elites under the command of the legendary Black Wolf Yabgu. These fellows enjoy their sneak attacks. In their last operation, the protectorate lost more than a thousand people, and even a few veteran generals were lost. I didn't think that they would die here!"


"This is too gruesome. Just look at their wounds! There's no second one. How powerful would someone have to be to do this? Just the thought of it makes me tremble!"


"Thankfully, they came to help us. If they were together with the Turks, we would already be dead!"


All of the soldiers felt their hearts thump in fear as they examined the miserable state of the Turkic corpses. Their blood was still warm, indicating that they had been slaughtered in a very short time. The strength of a force that could pull off such a feat made their blood freeze. Before this, no one would have dared to believe that such a powerful force existed in Qixi.


"What did you find?"


Meanwhile, that fierce Hu commander from the Qixi Protectorate was standing in a place out of view, speaking in a hushed tone with a grimace on his face.


A sturdy Hu scout lowered his head. After thinking for a few moments, he raised his head and offered a cautious assessment. "It's still not too clear, but it seems to have been the people from Wushang's City of Steel. In Qixi, they're the only ones who have this kind of strength.


"Milord, they shouldn't be far. Do you want to chase after them?"


The Hu commander thought for a few moments before shaking his head. "There's no need!


"That person is currently a taboo in Qixi. No one is allowed to carelessly approach him. Let's not invite disaster on our heads. Quickly have this place cleaned up."


"Yes, Milord!"


……


After traveling several hundred li, Wang Chong's forces returned to the City of Steel. It was the Chou Period, and the sky was still dark, the city still in silent slumber. But at this moment, the gates to the city were open, and a delicate figure dressed in white, riding a white horse, was waiting at the gate, a smiling fairy descended from the heavens. (TN: The Chou Period goes from 1 am to 3 am.)


Xu Qiqin's gorgeous eyes flashed as she saw Wang Chong at the front. She immediately urged her horse forward, her head slightly raised as she proudly demanded, "How was it? My plan wasn't bad, right?"


"Haha, of course. After all, it was your plan."


Wang Chong couldn't help but break out in laughter as he saw Xu Qiqin's proud figure. The two shared a mutual understanding and knew that they were talking about the letter that had baited Agudu Lan. The letter was faked, but the contents were real. Wang Chong's second brother Wang Bei truly had been released from the imperial prison, but not long after he left, he had suffered a bout of Berserker Syndrome in the middle of the street and accidentally crashed into a princess's carriage. However, Wang Bei had not killed the princess, nor had he engaged in some senseless massacre in broad daylight. On the contrary, just when he was about to lose his rationality, Wang Bei had suddenly succeeded in controlling himself.


Such a thing had never happened before.


After this incident, Wang Bei had written a letter to Wang Chong telling him that he would arrive in Wushang soon to help him subdue the Western Regions.


This news was like music to Wang Chong's ears.


This letter had arrived in Wang Chong's hand quite a few days ago, but when Xu Qiqin saw it, she thought of the idea of using it to trick Agudu Lan into letting down his guard and beginning his operation earlier than planned. Agudu Lan was truly a very cautious man. Even after confirming that Wang Chong had left Sand Pass in the direction of the capital, he had even gathered information to confirm the veracity of the incident involving Wang Bei.


But while evildoers could grow one foot, the righteous would grow a zhang. In the end, Agudu Lan still lost to Wang Chong and Xu Qiqin, expiring with his grievances in front of Qixi Armory, all his cultivation becoming Wang Chong's.


"But don't get careless. Don't let someone steal your credit like at the battle of the triangular gap," Xu Qiqin chided. "Prepare a memorial to the court. You need to get at least a little reward for your efforts."


"Haha, you know that I don't care that much about these things, but what you say is reasonable. I'll leave the matter of the memorial to you."


Wang Chong smiled as he waved behind him, quickly leading his men back into the City of Steel.


Flapflap!


A while later, a messenger bird flew into the dark skies, quickly vanishing in the direction of the capital.


……


A night passed, and in the early morning, Wang Chong had just finished a bowl of swallow's nest porridge when the door to the room suddenly opened with a bang.


Xu Keyi entered the room and shouted, "Lord Marquis, there's a problem!"


"What happened?"


Wang Chong put down the porridge and frowned. Xu Keyi and the others should have known about the rules he had set down. Unless something was particularly urgent, it was forbidden to intrude into his room at this hour.
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"It's unbelievable! Lord Marquis, do you remember those captives we took last night?" Xu Keyi said, his face red from excitement.


"I know; what's wrong with them?" Wang Chong somewhat confusedly replied. After the large battle yesterday, he remembered a report that they had taken captives, but he didn't understand what was so special about that.


"Lord Marquis, we caught a big fish this time! Amongst these captives is a prince of the Western Turkic Khaganate, and it's Ishbara Khagan's most beloved Fourth Prince, the offspring of the Khatun! Agudu Lan had brought him this time to gain some merit for himself and give Ishbara Khagan an excuse to grant him an official rank. He didn't think that he would end up losing and get the prince captured."


Xu Keyi was in such a rush to speak that he hardly breathed as he spoke.


"Ah?!"


Alarmed, Wang Chong immediately stood up.


In the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, the status of prince was even higher than it was in the Central Plains. The reason was very simple: the two Turkic Khaganates did not have the Three Palaces and the Six Courts, so they also did not have as many princes and princesses. A prince who was the offspring of the Khatun and was beloved by Ishbara Khagan had a simply unimaginable status in the Western Turkic Khaganate.


Wang Chong had never imagined that while dealing with Agudu Lan, he would also capture a prince of the Western Turkic Khaganate.


……


"Lord Marquis, this morning, we brought out the captives from last night so that we could interrogate them to see if they knew anything useful about the Western Turks. But at this time, we noticed that one of the captives looked a bit off. He was dressed in very luxurious clothes, not like the clothes of an ordinary soldier, and he also had a different temperament. He didn't look like a soldier at all, but someone of very high status, and stuck out like a sore thumb amongst the other captives."


Although Xu Keyi had been the one to inform Wang Chong of the matter, Chen Bin had been the one to discover the Turkic prince. In the prison beneath the City of Steel, Li Siye, Huang Botian, City of Steel, Su Shixuan, and even Elders Fang and Du were gathered, all of them listening to Chen Bin's explanation.


"I immediately felt that something was wrong, so I found someone who knew Turkic and brought them over. I didn't imagine that he would be a Turkic prince. I still wasn't sure, so I thought a bit and decided to have Hulayeg take a look. He's very socially active, with acquaintances at all levels of society, so I believed that he should be familiar with all the members of the Turkic imperial clan. When Hulayeg arrived, he recognized the Turkic Fourth Prince at a glance!"




"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded as he peered through the small cell window, more than six feet off the ground. The Turkic Fourth Prince was a youth of twenty-one or so. His clothes were filthy from last night's battle, but it was still possible to see that they were extremely gorgeous Turkic clothes.


He truly is a member of the Turkic imperial clan! Wang Chong concluded, as he could see the blazing suns and howling wolves embroidered on the clothes of the youth. Although Wang Chong had rarely interacted with the Turkic imperials, he knew that the Turks regarded the sun as a sacred mountain, which served as one of their targets of worship alongside wolves. These were symbols that only the imperial households of the Turkic Khaganates could use, evidence of their revered bloodlines.


Rumble!


Without the slightest hesitation, Wang Chong opened the door to the cell and walked in.


"Don’t, don't kill me… I'm a Turkic prince! I can give you lots of money! Don't kill me!"


The young prince seemed to be greatly alarmed at the opening of the cell, and he immediately curled up into a trembling ball. This young Turkic prince was actually the Turkic youth who had been at Agudu Lan's side.


"Mm?"


At the sight of this Turkic prince's frightened demeanor, Wang Chong slightly frowned.


"Lord Marquis, this fellow seems like a coward. It's probably because last night's slaughter scared him out of his wits," Xu Keyi whispered into Wang Chong's ears.


Wang Chong thought this over for a few moments and then nodded. In last night's battle, the Wushang Cavalry had treated those Turkic elites like they were cutting melons, easily crushing them. It was said that the Turks were natural warriors with fierce dispositions, but this Turkic prince had been raised at Mount Sanmi, in the middle of the Khagan's court. One could probably count the numbers of battles he had experienced with one's fingers, and of those he had experienced, it had probably been in the rear and in situations where the Turks had the advantage.


The slaughter of four to five thousand Turkic warriors like they were pigs was probably something he had never seen before. That scene would probably plague his nightmares long past today.


Wang Chong squatted down and asked, "You said that you could give me a lot of money?"


The young Turkic prince was at first dazed that the question was being asked in Turkic, but he quickly came around. "Rightrightright! No matter how much money it is, I can give it to you. Pearls, agate, gold… my imperial father and imperial mother will definitely agree."


Wang Chong laughed. "Hahaha, I don't need any pearls or agate. As for gold, how much could you Turks have, and would your imperial father and imperial mother be willing to give it to you?"


The Turkic prince was momentarily stupefied. Unlike the other empires, the Turkic people did not have very well-developed commerce, nor were they rich in goods and resources. This meant that even if the Turks had a great deal of wealth, they could not use this wealth to buy things en masse whenever they pleased.


In other words, the wealth of the Turks only had worth when carrying out transactions with other empires. Not all Turks cared that much about accumulating great wealth, and people like Hulayeg made up a very small minority in both of the Khaganates. In addition, there were no gold mines to be found on the Turkic steppe, so even the collected gold of both Khaganates would not amount to much.


Thus, it was very hard to say if Ishbara Khagan was willing to pay gold for a single prince. After all, the gold of the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates was used to buy luxuries to be shared amongst all the nobles and imperial clansmen.


"Hahaha…"


Seeing the dumbstruck look on the prince's face, Wang Chong heartily laughed and began to stand back up. The laughter terrified the prince, and his body began to tremble all over.


"Wait! Wait a moment… I know that you need warhorses!" the Turkic prince suddenly yelled. "I can give you a lot of warhorses! Our Western Turkic Khaganate has the best warhorses of the Great Steppe! I can give you as many as you need…"


But Wang Chong pretended not to hear. Shaking his head, he turned around and left the cell, with the terrified gaze of the prince fixed on his back. As the door to the cell closed, the Turkic prince seemed to be struck by lightning, his face paling as he plopped down to the ground.


Wang Chong had barely walked out of the cell and turned a corner when he was accosted by a slightly plump figure, furtive and apparently hiding from something.


"Eh? Milord, why didn't you agree with him? The Fourth Prince has a very high status in the Western Turkic Khaganate. Even though it doesn't have much gold, if you want warhorses, Ishbara Khagan would definitely agree to a deal. In the steppe, there's a rule that if a noble is taken hostage, all the nobles will put up some money to pay the ransom, and this is a prince we're talking about!"


"I know," Wang Chong indifferently said, not even glancing at Hulayeg.


"You know?"


Hulayeg was dumbstruck. He knew Wang Chong was in dire need of warhorses, and Wang Chong had probably agreed to help him in the first place in part because of the three hundred thousand warhorses on the line. But with this excellent chance before him, Wang Chong was actually abandoning it, an action that he found inexplicable.


"But, why?"


"I've already decided to let you handle this matter."


Wang Chong smiled and patted the flabbergasted Hulayeg on the shoulder before taking his leave. Meanwhile, Hulayeg seemed nailed to the floor, his lips trembling, his mind blank. After some time, he finally seemed to understand. His eyes grew bright, his face turned exultant, and he let out an excited roar.


"Wonderful!"


……


Several thousand li northwest of Qixi, across the vast Turkic steppe and into the extreme north, a massive and lofty mountain range loomed. It spanned the gap between the heavens and earth, causing anyone who saw it to sigh in praise and realize just how insignificant they were.


Mount Sanmi!


This was the seat of the Western Turkic Khagan. If one looked carefully, one would realize that this majestic mountain range was actually formed from three mountains, two short and one tall. The highest peak was where the Khagan of the Western Turks, Ishbara Khagan, resided.


The Turkic steppe had always been flat and boundless, a land lacking in prominent mountains.


If one traveled north from Qixi through the Turkic steppe, they wouldn't even see a hill, much less a mountain. So one could easily imagine the symbolic effect the behemoth of Mount Sanmi looming over the Great Steppe would have on the Turks.


The Turkic Khagans would spend a part of each year touring through the tribes, so that great tent that symbolized the Khagan would move with him. However, everyone would admit that the court of the Khagan could only be in one place: Mount Sanmi.


"What?! Agudu Lan was killed and the Fourth Prince was captured? A Qixi without Fumeng Lingcha actually managed to inflict a grievous defeat on us and even capture the Fourth Prince!!"


At the summit of Mount Sanmi, within a golden tent ten-some zhang tall, a roar like a lion's exploded, echoing across all of Mount Sanmi. A wind burst out of the tent, sweeping in all directions. Outside the tent, thousands of Turkic warriors leading wolves in patrols around the mountain quivered in fear at the sound of this furious bellow, terrified expressions on their faces.
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"Mighty Khagan, although Fumeng Lingcha is no longer in Qixi, Wushang's City of Steel is home to an extremely formidable Tang youth called Wang Chong. He pretended to leave Qixi, baiting the Black Wolf Yabgu into a trap. He ambushed them, killing the Lord Yabgu and capturing the Fourth Prince!"


A Turkic warrior who had managed to get out alive from the battle at the Qixi Armory kneeled on the ground, his face as white as a sheet of paper and sweat raining down from his forehead as he reported to the furious Ishbara Khagan. They had gone straight to Mount Sanmi after escaping from Qixi. The death of a Yabgu and the capture of the Fourth Prince were both extremely important events that none of them had the right to make decisions on.


"The City of Steel?"


At the mention of this name, the eyes of that stalwart and god-like figure in the golden tent flew open, his anger receding.


"Is this not that Great Tang youth who defeated Geluofeng and Dalun Ruozan in the war of the southwest? I told the Black Wolf Yabgu to kill him. How is it that this task has still not been carried out?"


"Lord Yabgu wanted to try, but he discovered that the Tibetans had acted first. Milord wanted to use the hands of the Tibetans to kill Wang Chong, so he put aside the idea of personally doing so. But he did not expect that Dayan Mangban of the Ü-Tsang Empire would die to Wang Chong in the battle of the triangular gap. Thus, Milord kept delaying until he eventually died in Qixi to Wang Chong's ambush," the Turkic warrior said in a low voice.


"What? There was something like that!"


Ishbara Khagan's eyes narrowed as he completely calmed down. In the Western Regions, the Western Turks had two enemies. One was the Great Tang, but this had always been an opponent who passively defended, its long supply line making it extremely inflexible and not a very great threat. The true foe of the Western Turks was the Tibetans of the plateau.


Even though they were separated by the Great Tang's Qixi, the Western Turks and the Tibetans had still fought with each other several times over the Western Regions, so the Turks actually had a deep understanding of the Tibetan commanders.


Ishbara Khagan knew of Dayan Mangban. This Tibetan general had even led his soldiers around Qixi and deep into the Turkic steppe, twice dealing heavy blows to the Turkic armies. This was a madman of the Brigadier General level with unconventional battle tactics.


Residing in the distant Mount Sanmi, Ishbara Khagan paid little attention to these regional battles. He had never imagined that one of the elites of the Western Turkic Khaganate would die to Wang Chong, someone who hadn't appeared very strong. If this was true, he would need to reexamine Wang Chong.


"Khagan, do you really think this is the time to worry about such things? Is our Hu-er's life no longer important?"


While Ishbara Khagan was conducting his questioning, he was suddenly interrupted by the worried and distraught voice of a woman.


"Who cares what kind of person this Wang Chong is? The urgent task at hand should be rescuing my son!"


At this moment, a graceful and beautiful Turkic woman dressed in lavish clothes walked out from behind Ishbara Khagan.


"Khatun!"


The kneeling Turkic warrior pressed his head even lower against the floor. In all the Western Turkic Khaganate, there was only one person who could enter this golden tent whenever they wished and interrupt Ishbara: the Fourth Prince's birth mother, the Khatun.


"When did you get here?"


Ishbara Khagan hurriedly stepped forward to support his wife, his face gentle and affectionate. The Khagan had met many women over his life, but this woman was his most respected and beloved.


The reason for this was simple. If not for this woman's firm support while Ishbara Khagan was still a prince, he would have never emerged from the chaos to take the throne of Khagan.


Besides that, although this woman was over forty and had given birth to several children, the Khatun maintained her looks, with the skin and figure of a woman in her late twenties.


"Hmph, if I didn't come, wouldn't you have just watched as Hu-er died in the hands of that Tang in Qixi? Hu-er's life is hanging by a thread," the Khatun harshly rebuked. "Khagan, tell me: will you save Hu-er or not?"


"Rescue him, of course! Hu-er is my own flesh and blood, my most beloved son. How could I not save him? Come, come, come, send someone to Wushang's City of Steel. No matter what price I must pay, the Fourth Prince must be saved!"


This final order echoed throughout all of Mount Sanmi.


……


Several days later, in Wushang's City of Steel, Wang Chong was standing in front of his desk, reviewing a recently-arrived intelligence report, when a scout rushed in.


"Lord Marquis, a Turkic emissary is requesting a meeting. He says that he wants to negotiate the ransom of the Fourth Prince."


"No meeting!"


Wang Chong didn't even look away from the intelligence report, and his face showed no emotion.


"Ah!"


The scout was dumbfounded, but he quickly returned to his senses.


"Yes! Lord Marquis!"


The scout quickly left.


Hulayeg chortled and walked over, his eyes bright. "Haha, Lord Marquis was right. Ishbara Khagan and the Khatun are quite anxious. It's only been a few days and they've already sent an emissary. As long as we refuse them a few times, they'll grow even more anxious, and Milord can also get more from the Fourth Prince. In this aspect, no one understands them better than me."


"I leave everything about this matter to you, including the talks with the Turkic emissary. But, Hulayeg, you'd better think it over carefully. In my intelligence, I learned that when Agudu Lan raided your house, this Fourth Prince received a share of the spoils."


Wang Chong looked up from the report and gave Hulayeg a faint smile.


The Turkic steppe was vast and sparsely populated, and not even someone like Wang Chong had the ability to seek information within it. But the nearby Western Regions was an excellent nexus of information. The Hu, Turks, and Arabs all congregated in that place, so Wang Chong didn't need to use that much effort to obtain the information he had sought.


"Haha, and what does that matter? I will regain everything I've lost. And besides, even if he knows that I sold you horses, I have my ways of getting him to trust me, and Ishbara Khagan and the Khatun to pay the price we want."


Hulayeg looked at Wang Chong with a crafty light in his eyes.


Although the Turks worshiped courage and ferocity, Hulayeg was no warrior, but a shrewd merchant, and the number one horse merchant of the Turkic steppe at that.


In business negotiations, he worked on a completely different level from the rest.


"Haha, that would be great."


Wang Chong chuckled before burying his head back into the report in his hand.


……


While the emissary from Ishbara Khagan was being repeatedly rebuffed at the walls of the City of Steel, in the distant capital of the Great Tang, the debate regarding the new Qixi Protector-General had reached a climax.


"Your Majesty, your subject recommends Black Tiger General Zhang Yi!"


"Your Majesty, your subject recommends Crushing Wave General Duan Xuan!"


"Your Majesty, your subject recommends Border General Li Si!"


Within the hall, various officials were giving their recommendations one after the other. In a few short days, the candidate list for Qixi Protector-General had ballooned from ten-some people to more than two hundred. There were all sorts of reasons for these recommendations: battlefield experience, experience leading Hu, recent and large increases in strength, particularly stand-out performances in the last few years…


Even though the vast majority of the people didn't fit the requirement, the people who recommended them all shared the same reason for doing so: why shouldn't they try? If they didn't try, how would they know that it wasn't plausible?


"Haaa…"


At the first line of officials, next to a cinnabar dragon pillar, King Song couldn't help but sigh as the numerous voices rang out in his ear.


It had been seven or eight days now, and the debate for the next Qixi Protector-General had only intensified. Every person had their own goal, each believing their recommendation to be the ideal candidate.


But in truth, King Song couldn't find a single suitable candidate amongst the more than two hundred recommended. Even his own recommendation of Wang Yan and King Qi's recommendation of Yao Guangyi barely met the standard.


This was an important matter of state, not some game. Over the last few days, King Song had barely attempted to make the case for Wang Yan.


The country cannot be without a sovereign for a day, and the border cannot be without a general. Just who can replace Fumeng Lingcha in protecting Qixi and standing guard over the border?


King Song raised his head to the ceiling of the majestic hall, his mind in turmoil. He cared little for the quarreling of the officials, only for who would truly be the right person for the job.


Finding a proper candidate was easier said than done. There were only so many Great Generals in the Great Tang, and all of them already had posts and duties. Finding another Imperial Great General wasn't just a difficult problem, but an impossibility. This was the true reason for the ongoing stalemate.


Is there really no suitable candidate in all the vastness of the Great Tang?


King Song's brow furrowed as he continued to deeply ponder the problem.


This was a problem with no solution. Qixi was in a complex situation, having to deal with both the Turks and the Tibetans… and there was also the problem of having both Hu and Han soldiers in the protectorate army. Finding someone who fulfilled all the requirements wasn't very feasible.


This problem greatly distressed King Song.


The debate was intensifying in the hall, just as it had for the last few days. Just when King Song had just about had his fill of all this and was prepared to leave, he heard a set of hurried footsteps from outside.


"Reporting!"


A Golden Guard gripping a large golden halberd in one hand and a memorial in the other respectfully kneeled on the ground.


"A major victory in Qixi! Four days ago, the Black Wolf Yabgu of the Western Turkic Khaganate made a night raid on the Qixi Armory, but he was ambushed by the soldiers of Wang Chong, the Young Marquis of Wushang. Four thousand, five hundred and sixty-eight Turkic elites were killed, as was Black Wolf Yabgu Agudu Lan. Our side achieved a major victory!"


Boom!


The news instantly sent massive waves through the hall. Not many people knew the name of Agudu Lan, but they did know what the word 'Yabgu' meant.


In the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, this title wielded great influence, and the majority had imperial blood running through their veins. In a certain manner, they were similar to the Imperial Princes of the Great Tang.
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Most important of all was that though no one knew of the name 'Agudu Lan', the words 'Black Wolf Yabgu' were ones that appeared with extremely high frequency in the court.


This title could be found on the list of enemies of both Qixi and Beiting. This man was undoubtedly one of the core members of the war faction in the Western Turkic Khaganate, one of the members of the Turkic upper crust that gave both Qixi and Beiting massive headaches.


No one had expected that this man wanted by the Great Tang Imperial Court, who was such a vexing foe on the northern border, would end up dying by Wang Chong's hands.


"How could this be? This Black Wolf Yabgu has always been crafty. Beiting and Qixi have worked together multiple times to try and kill him, but he always managed to notice early on and flee. How did he die in Qixi?"


"When Fumeng Lingcha was in Qixi, he couldn't kill him, so how could he be killed when Qixi is without Fumeng Lingcha and completely leaderless?"


"Could it be an error? Problems like this have happened before. When we previously thought that the Black Wolf Yabgu had died in Beiting, he would up appearing again as well as ever."


"How could that be? Others might make that mistake, but would the Young Marquis? He rendered great service to the court in the southwest, and His Majesty even conferred a courtesy name upon him. Would he be so incapable as to not recognize the Black Wolf Yabgu? Formally submitting a report of victory to the Imperial Court is no minor affair!"


The hall was awash with chatter. The military officials knew the details about the Black Wolf Yabgu and were rather stunned by this news. As for the civil officials, although some of them still doubted Wang Chong, the majority deeply trusted in his reports.


After all, Duke Jiu had served as the leader of the civil officials in his tenure, and he was a man of high character and prestige, respected by all the people of the world. His grandson would never do something like lie on a military report.


An amiable voice rang out from the upper reaches of the hall. The Eunuch Director of the Inner Court, Gao Lishi, the Sage Emperor's attendant, raised the horsetail whisk in his hand and ordered, "Bring the report up!"


The hall was instantly silenced. Everyone watched as the Golden Guard with the report stood up and walked through the center of the hall toward the throne.


No one noticed that King Song was closely watching this Golden Guard, his brow furrowed as his mind came to grips with a still-indistinct idea.


Eunuch Gao took the memorial from the Golden Guard and passed it behind the bead curtain. A few moments later, the memorial reappeared in Eunuch Gao's hands.


"The identity of the Black Wolf Yabgu of the Western Turks has been confirmed. The Yabgu's seal and tiger tally1, as well as the Black Wolf Yabgu's head, are already en route to the capital!"




Eunuch Gao gave a faint smile, his expression ruddy as he announced this matter to the assembled officials.


Buzz!


The hall once again began to buzz with chatter, though there were no objections this time. As in the Great Tang, high Turkic officials like Yabgus had a Yabgu seal on their person as proof of their identity. The seal served as the most important proof of one's identity, and the Black Wolf Yabgu would never just leave it behind. If Wang Chong was able to kill the Black Wolf Yabgu and also get his seal, then it seemed like there was nothing to doubt about his report.


"I didn't think that he would actually kill the Black Wolf Yabgu!!"


Everyone felt their hearts thumping in their chests. That Black Wolf Yabgu who had wreaked havoc across the northwest had died, died at the hands of Wang Chong. Through a method that caught everyone completely off guard, the curtain had finally dropped on this crafty foe, and the one who had killed him was a mere youth of seventeen.


"The reputation of the Wang Clan's Qilin son is truly deserved."


Even now, they all found it difficult to shake off the shock of hearing this news.


While the officials were still murmuring to each other, King Song suddenly stepped forward, his gaze fixed on the Sage Emperor's throne. "Your Majesty, this subject has a memorial!" With this request, he instantly captured the attention of all the officials in the hall.


"Your Highness King Song, speak."


Eunuch Gao looked down from above, a gentle smile on his lips.


King Song clasped his hands and solemnly declared, "This subject has a proposal for a candidate for the new Qixi Protector-General. This lowly subject strongly recommends the Young Marquis of Wushang, Wang Chong, as the new Qixi Protector-General!"


Bang!


King Song's words were like a meteor crashing into the center hall, immediately unleashing a storm amongst the officials.


"Absurd!"


King Qi was the first to step forward.


"King Song, have you gone crazy? That Wang Chong is still a teenager, and you're recommending him for Qixi Protector-General! Of all the candidates nominated by the officials here, which one of them is not more qualified than Wang Chong? If he could become Qixi Protector-General, wouldn't that mean everyone was qualified? And how could that immature boy persuade the masses!"


King Qi had an extremely agitated expression. Putting aside his private grudges with King Song, in his many clashes with him, King Qi had never been so shocked as he was today. Anyone with a brain wouldn't recommend a seventeen-year-old to take such an important post as Qixi Protector-General. Even if he discarded all the enmity they had for each other, King Qi would have refused such a proposal purely on objective measures.


This was the most ridiculous proposal King Qi had heard in his entire life.


"Your Highness, forgive my rudeness." Even the aged Imperial Censor Hao couldn't help but step forward and oppose the motion. "Although this old subject has always viewed Your Highness with great respect, is Your Highness's suggestion not a little too rash? A seventeen-year-old taking the post of Qixi Protector-General, wielding actual power over tens of thousands of soldiers—there is no precedent for such a thing in all the empire's history. Might Your Highness's suggestion be inappropriate?"


"Your Highness, this is not acceptable." Even the Tongluo Great General Abusi, who rarely interfered during court debates, had to step forward and object. "I know that Your Highness has a good relationship with the Wang Clan, but the Qixi Protector-General post is tied to all of the Western Regions and the well-being of the tens of thousands of soldiers of Qixi. By proposing that a seventeen-year-old child take such an important post, is Your Highness not treating this matter too lightly? Abusi finds it impossible to agree!"


In Kunwu Training Camp, Wang Chong had stripped his son Abutong naked and tied him to a bamboo pole for the entire camp to see, humiliating both father and son. For King Song to propose that Wang Chong be made Protector-General was something that Abusi could not accept.


Another official stepped out and objected. "That's right. The Qixi Protectorate has many Hu soldiers, and during the Regional Commanders Incident, Wang Chong worsened his relationship with them, with the Qixi commanders even submitting a memorial censuring Wang Chong and desiring his execution. And this time, Wang Chong also impeached Fumeng Lingcha, so why would the Hu of Qixi submit to him? If he were to take the post of Qixi Protector-General, wouldn't this lead to Qixi splintering even further? Not only would this be of no benefit to Qixi's safety, it would be adding disaster onto disaster. Forgive me, but I cannot agree to this!"


"Yes, putting aside everything else, does he even fulfill the requirements in terms of martial arts? This proposal cannot be allowed to pass!"


One official after another voiced their objections, and by the end, more than half of the court was standing opposed to King Song.


"Your Highness…"


Even Wang Chong's big uncle Wang Gen was staring speechlessly at King Song. This proposal was simply too bold. Not even he would have had the nerve to say such things. In terms of qualifications and record of service, wouldn't Wang Chong's father, Wang Yan, be more suitable? Wang Gen couldn't understand why King Song had proposed Wang Chong instead.


Meanwhile, the new Minister of War Zhangchou Jianqiong and Yang Zhao were exchanging flabbergasted gazes.


Not even they had anticipated this proposal from King Song. But at this time, the two wisely chose to remain silent and see how the situation developed.


During all this, King Song remained calm, a smile on his lips. As he listened to the fierce objections from the court, that indistinct idea in his mind grew clearer and clearer, and his smile grew larger and larger.


"Your Majesty, and my colleagues of the court, I believe that not only is Young Marquis Wang Chong suitable for the post of Qixi, but that he is also the best candidate. There is no other person in the entire empire more suitable for this position."


King Song had a composed expression, and his every move exuded a formidable and infectious confidence.


"I know why all of you oppose him: age, shallow record of service, inability to persuade the masses, and Wang Chong's quarrels with the Hu living within the empire. However, I believe that one is qualified for Qixi Protector-General based on ability, not on minor details like this. Qixi occupies a very unique position, the vital throat that connects the interior to the Western Regions. To the west is the Tibetan Plateau, soaring into the clouds. The Tibetan cavalry could charge down from there at any time to plunder the Central Plains. Meanwhile, to the east is the Turkic steppe, the land of the Western Turkic Khaganate. These two factions have always been a serious danger for our Great Tang, and our previous discussions to select a Qixi Protector-General as quickly as possible were also because the forces of these two empires might avail themselves of the chaos to strike.


"But now, everyone can see what Qixi is like after Fumeng Lingcha's departure. To the west, after the battle at the triangular gap, the Tibetans have lost one hundred thousand men and Brigadier General Dayan Mangban, with even Dusong Mangpoje fleeing in defeat. It will probably be some time until they finally gather enough soldiers to invade the interior once more. As for the east, the greatest problem had always been the Black Wolf Yabgu, Agudu Lan, but now, even Agudu Lan is dead. And this was while Wang Chong was not even Qixi Protector-General… Before he was even Qixi Protector-General, he already finished everything that a Qixi Protector-General should do, resolving the threats to the west and the east. If he is not suitable for Qixi Protector-General, then who is?"


King Song's mind grew clearer the more he spoke, and he grew even more confident in his recommendation of Wang Chong as Qixi Protector-General.


"And have my honorable colleagues forgotten about the war of the southwest, how Wang Chong snatched victory from the jaws of defeat and routed both Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang? Even Duan Gequan, Huoshu Huicang, and Dalun Ruozan lost to him, and now we can even add Dusong Mangpoje to this list… he even managed to salvage this sort of difficult situation against such formidable adversaries, even killing more than four hundred thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. If this cannot be considered an accomplished record of service, what can? More than a thousand years ago, Gan Luo of the Great Qin Empire was made a minister at the age of twelve. What is unacceptable about Wang Chong's being made Qixi Protector-General at the age of seventeen?"


King Song's voice grew louder and louder, ringing through the hall. Once King Song spoke his final words, the entire hall was silent, no one able to answer his questions.

______________
1. The tiger tally was a two-part object used for military identification purposes. One half was given to the officer in question, while the other half would be kept so that it could be matched with its counterpart.↩
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Everything King Song had said was true!


Wang Chong's record of achievements was definitely not something any other seventeen-year-old youth could produce, and his actions could not be measured purely by his age. King Song's words had left the assembled officials dumbstruck, and even King Qi found himself momentarily unable to find a good retort.


After some time, one of the generals who had fiercely opposed King Song's suggestion finally stepped forward, though his voice was much softer. "But it was previously said that according to the laws of the empire, a Protector-General must at least be an Imperial Great General, at the peak of the Saint Martial realm. Moreover, his conflicts with the Hu go so deep that they definitely won't agree. How will these problems be addressed?"


"Hahaha, those are easy to take care of," King Song said with a chuckle.


"I recommend Wang Chong because he was able to stabilize Qixi. Since he still has not reached the sufficient level of martial arts, have him temporarily occupy the Qixi Protector-General post. As for the native Hu, they can be treated as a test. If he cannot even deal with a problem like this, then it will show that I made a poor judgment and that his abilities are not sufficient to be Qixi Protector-General. When that time comes, Your Majesty can remove him from the post."


The general was rendered speechless by King Song's rebuttal.


Unable to suppress his temper any longer, King Qi blurted out, "Absurd, ridiculous, preposterous! Proposing for a seventeen-year-old boy to become Qixi Protector-General—you've gone mad! In any case, no matter what you say, I won't agree."


"Haha, we're only nominating candidates. In the end, His Majesty is still the one who decides who the next Qixi Protector-General will be. As for your view, it is not important. Let us leave everything to His Majesty's judgment."


King Song laughed and chose not to wrangle with King Qi, instead turning to that most revered sovereign behind the bead curtain, his expression confident.


The hall was quiet as all the chattering died away. After seven to eight days and more than two hundred candidates, it was about time to finally choose the most suitable candidate.


As everyone silently waited for what seemed like an eternity, that majestic voice rang out through the hall like that of a god speaking from the high heavens.


"Granted!"


At this moment, everyone, including King Qi, was dumbstruck, their minds blank.


"This subject will carry out the decree!"


King Song's voice echoed through the hall. He had an excited look on his face, and though he tried his hardest, he couldn't stop his smile from getting larger and larger.


Success!


The Emperor had actually accepted his proposal to have Wang Chong serve as temporary Qixi Protector-General. This was the best news King Song had heard in these last few days, and he was exuberant.


Wang Chong, I've done all I can to help you. The rest is up to you, King Song said to himself with his head lowered, his thoughts on Wang Chong in distant Qixi.


……


"What?"


In the City of Steel, when Wang Chong heard about what happened in the capital, he was dumbfounded, not daring to believe his ears.


"King Song recommended me as Qixi Protector-General, and His Majesty actually permitted it?!"


He had spent three to four months in Wushang and fought several large battles, but no news had come as such a shock and surprise to Wang Chong as this one. He had thought of many possible candidates, but never had he believed that King Song would recommend him, and that the Sage Emperor would even take this recommendation. Even though Wang Chong was someone who could make plans in a tent that would decide a battle a thousand li away, he was still left bewildered and stupefied by this news.


"How could this be? I'm only seventeen. Given the style of the officials in the court, how could they permit a seventeen-year-old to take on an important post like Protector-General? Where's King Song's letter? Let me take a look!"


Wang Chong's mind was in turmoil as he struggled to digest this news.


"Haha, Lord Marquis, although you might only be seventeen, no one in the City of Steel would dare treat Lord Marquis as such. And Lord Marquis, if we asked the surrounding countries, whether it was Ü-Tsang, the Western Turks, or the distant Mengshe Zhao in the southwest, would any of them dare say that Lord Marquis was a mere seventeen-year-old?"


Xu Keyi couldn't help but chuckle as he handed over King Song's letter, and the other people in the room reacted in much the same way.


"Regardless of what other people think, in our eyes, no one but Lord Marquis is more appropriate for the position of Qixi Protector-General. In truth, the court should have made this decision ages ago."


Cheng Sanyuan could no longer hold back his opinion.


"When holding an office, one should ponder the duties of that office. The Imperial Court emphasizes ability, not age, so why is Lord Marquis suddenly so lacking in confidence?"


Li Siye had finally decided to speak, his voice as loud as a bell.


Wang Chong gave a bitter smile. He was rather surprised to see all his subordinates so dissatisfied, all of them believing that he should have been made Protector-General ages ago.


"Heheh, right now, you're probably the only one still confused about all this. Even His Majesty thinks you're good enough, so why should you not feel the same? At the very least, I believe in you."


Xu Qiqin was sitting next to him in an elegant pearwood chair, her delicate fingers covering up the smile on her face.


King Song's letter, though shocking, was not surprising, at least not to the people at Wang Chong's side. This was someone who could salvage and pacify the southwest; one who could crush the White Braves, kill Dayan Mangban, and frighten away Dusong Mangpoje; one who could lure someone as cautious and crafty as the Black Wolf Yabgu into a trap and bury him in Qixi…


If someone like this could not become Qixi's Protector-General, then no one in the Great Tang was worthy of that seat. This was a view shared by Xu Qiqin and everyone else in the room.


Wang Chong felt a warmth in his heart as he smiled, and he quickly made a decision and began to read King Song's letter. Within, King Song had given a recount of the proceedings and mentioned that this was only an advance notice. The formal decree from the Imperial Court would be following soon, and the emissary meant to announce the decree had already left the capital.


However, the news had already been delivered to the Qixi Protectorate as well as to all the Great Generals, Protector-Generals, and titled generals on the border, both Hu and Han. From a certain perspective, Wang Chong was already the Qixi Protector-General.


In addition, King Song had also mentioned that because Wang Chong's martial arts were still lacking, this was only a temporary post. But if nothing unexpected occurred, as long as Wang Chong didn't make any mistakes, then once Wang Chong reached the appropriate level of martial arts, the Imperial Court would formally appoint him as Qixi Protector-General.


Never in the history of the Great Tang had such a young individual taken up such an important post as Protector-General.


King Song had also warned Wang Chong that the Qixi Protectorate army was currently in a state of chaos, having splintered into numerous factions. In addition, by toppling Fumeng Lingcha, Wang Chong had enraged no small number of people within Qixi. At the very least, many of the Hu would not accept his command, and many of them would probably regard him as their enemy.


This was a problem that Wang Chong had to resolve.


If he could not, then Wang Chong's tenure as Qixi Protector-General would probably be very brief, as substantial as the moon in the water. Thus, Wang Chong's seat as Qixi Protector-General was unstable from the outset.


However, King Song had vouched to the Sage Emperor that he believed Wang Chong could find an ideal solution for this problem. Thus, if Wang Chong encountered any difficulties, King Song's name would be dragged into the mud.


His Highness truly has a lot of faith in me. If this is how it is, then I'm basically forced into being Qixi's Protector-General!


Wang Chong's lips perked into a confident smile.


……


"Bastard! Wang Chong, how could it be Wang Chong?"


"Has the court lost its minds? They could have even selected a random person on the road, but definitely not that brat!"


"That scoundrel was the one who got Great General into prison, and this bastard also wants to expel us Hu! Did they really think we already forgot?"


"Unacceptable! This won't be happening! No matter what the Imperial Court says, I'll never accept him as Protector-General!"


"Everyone who still remembers how well Protector-General treated us, stand with me! I don't believe that that bastard can deal with all of us!"


Around three hundred li away from Wushang, in the Qixi Protectorate headquarters, the news that Wang Chong had been appointed as Qixi Protector-General had the effect of poking a beehive, making the entire place essentially explode. Within the protectorate, the hawk-eyed, high-nosed, and bearded Hu officers had gathered together and were making a terrible ruckus.


Even though they had struggled against each other for the position of Protector-General, almost to the point of actually fighting over it, at this very moment, all of them had agreed on how to treat Wushang's Wang Chong.


While the Hu commanders were fuming and grumbling, a blue-eyed and thick-bearded Hu leapt onto a table. "Everyone, listen up! I don't care what all of you thought before. The new Protector-General could be you, could be me, could be anyone else amongst us, but it absolutely cannot be a Han. The Qixi Protector-General must be a Hu. This is the prerequisite for our compliance. Even if the Imperial Court appointed that brat as the Qixi Protector-General, who cares? Don't forget that saying, 'the heavens are high and the Emperor is far away'!"


This man's expression was savage, like a beast that had eaten nothing for ten-some days. His gaze alone was enough to make people tremble in fear.


Most frightening of all was the sharp energy rising off him in waves. It was clear that he was a level above the other Hu commanders, a crane amongst chickens. The Hu commanders had gathered around him, clearly regarding him as their leader.
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"Gudu Li, what are you planning? Don't forget, that brat is a marquis of the Great Tang. Would you really dare to attack him?" a Hu commander in the crowd suddenly called out.


"Hey hey, all of you might be afraid of him, but I'm not!"


Gudu Li stood on the metal fretwork table, a fierce expression on his face and a savage light in his eyes.


"As long as all of you are willing to dare with me, I dare to make him pay attention. A mere teenager who hasn't even managed to grow some hair over his lip—do all of you really want to listen to the orders of someone like that? And don't forget, how did Lord Fumeng Lingcha treat us? If there was a good post, wouldn't he always give it to us? Now is the perfect time to take revenge for our lord, but are all of you getting cold feet now?"


"That's right! Our lord treated us with favor as weighty as the mountains. If we don't avenge our lord, won't be we be just like those timid Han?"


"Right on! Avenge our lord!"


"No matter what the Imperial Court decrees, we should submit a memorial asking for the release of our lord."


The mention of Great General Fumeng Lingcha immediately had everyone following Gudu Li's tune.


"Hey hey! Good, as long as you follow me, we won't kill him just yet, but I'll at least make it impossible for him to stand firmly within the Qixi Protectorate so that he'll slink out of here in shame! The Hu should make the decisions in the territory of the Hu!" Gudu Li loudly declared, striking while the iron was hot.


"Good! Hear hear! We Hu should make the decisions in the territory of the Hu!"


The already riled-up crowd of Hu commanders immediately exploded into cheers.


The explosive cheers shook the roof of the hall and traveled far, very far. Several hundred meters from the main hall of the protectorate, several cavalrymen had gathered together. A young Hu amongst them turned his head in unease toward the Hu general behind him.


"Milord, what do we do?"


"This is quite the problem…"


Heba Ye appeared to not hear his subordinate's worried question, his eyes still fixed on the distant hall. Gudu Li was one of Fumeng Lingcha's trusted subordinates, but at the start, he had not wielded any actual power. However, by using his status as a trusted subordinate and his ability to rile up a crowd, Gudu Li had managed to raise his reputation in the Qixi Protectorate army until it had surpassed his own, even though he was the general overseeing the defenses on the Tibetan border.


As he and Gudu Li had a complete difference of opinion, he had not gone into the hall.


"Wang Chong…. is not as easy to deal with as you think he is!"


Heba Ye thought back to the triangular gap and the sight of Wang Chong leading his Wushang Cavalry sweeping unstoppably through the Tibetan force and ultimately even killing Dayan Mangban, and his heart went cold. That youth within the City of Steel was a most dreadful opponent on the battlefield. He would rather have him as a friend than foe.


"Let's go!"


Heba Ye turned his horse around and swiftly disappeared in the direction of the Tibetan Plateau.


……


Meanwhile, carrier pigeons were flying to the other border protectorates, delivering the news that Wang Chong had been made the new Qixi Protector-General. In contrast to the complicated effects this news had within the Qixi Protectorate, the reactions were much simpler.


"What? Wang Chong of the City of Steel was actually made Qixi Protector-General?"


Within the Anxi Protectorate, Gao Xianzhi's eyes flew open, and he didn't dare to believe his ears.


"How could that be? How could those old officials in the court agree to this? And putting aside everything else, his martial arts shouldn't be at the peak of the Saint Martial realm yet, right? And there are so many extremely experienced generals in the military with long records of service. Were they all rejected?"


"The old officials in the court truly did not agree. It was King Song who silenced them all and wholeheartedly recommended him. In addition, his martial arts truly are lacking, so he is only serving as temporary Protector-General, not as the true Protector-General. In addition, I've investigated this matter…"


Feng Changqing was standing near Gao Xianzhi, and he looked up at his commander in hesitation before continuing.


"Just before the Imperial Court issued its decree, he ambushed the Black Wolf Yabgu at Qixi Armory. Agudu Lan was killed and his five thousand Turkic elites were almost wiped out."


Buzz!


Gao Xianzhi's entire body trembled, and he instantly calmed down. Not long ago, Wang Chong had killed Tibetan Brigadier General Dayan Mangban at the battle of the triangular gap, and exterminated the White Braves who had awed and intimidated all of the Western Regions. This had taken place around a month ago, and now, Wang Chong had even killed Agudu Lan.


These were the two most famous enemy commanders of Qixi, but in the space of two months, both had died to Wang Chong. Even Gao Xianzhi was speechless at this moment.


"When an awl is in a bag, its point will immediately poke through. It seems like nothing can hide the radiance coming off this youngest son of the Wang Clan!"


Gao Xianzhi sighed, his heart filled with emotion.


He was no Han, and his background was completely different from other Han commanders. To work his way up from an ordinary foot soldier to Anxi Protector-General, Gao Xianzhi didn't even know how much of a price he had had to pay, how much sweat and blood he had to put in. Just breaking free of Fumeng Lingcha's control had been extremely risky for him, a journey fraught with barriers that had him teetering on the brink of death.


In complete contrast was Wang Chong's smooth and rapid ascension, reaching the post of temporary Protector-General in the space of a year. Even Gao Xianzhi had to admit that he was a little envious. It felt like the younger generation was overtaking the old, like the new waves of a river pushing down the old.


But even so, Gao Xianzhi also had to admit that Wang Chong's current accomplishments had not been made by relying on his luck and background. The talent for command he had revealed on his campaigns had been stupendous and outstanding. Even as an Imperial Great General, Gao Xianzhi was stunned and dazzled.


Wang Chong's abilities were truly far above those of his peers. At the age of seventeen, Gao Xianzhi would have found it impossible to compare himself to Wang Chong.


"But that's not the only thing. Milord, if Wang Chong really does assume the post of Qixi Protector-General, many of our plans will have to change. We can't simply attempt to suppress or contend against him anymore. Qixi controls the transportation of our supplies and soldiers. In the future, we will be dependent on them for many things and will have to interact with them," Feng Changqing said, a worried look in his eyes.


Although Wang Chong might have been Duke Jiu's grandson, a scion from a clan of ministers and generals, the Son of Heaven's disciple, and the Young Marquis, this was the western border, where the heavens were high and the Emperor was far away. The statuses of Gao Xianzhi and Feng Changqing meant that they could disregard many things. But now that Wang Chong was the Qixi Protector-General and had seized the vital thoroughfare of Qixi, everything was different.


It had to be said that the Imperial Court's decree had caught both of them completely off guard.


Gao Xianzhi said nothing, but one could see from the furrowing of his thick and straight brows that he shared the same opinion as Feng Changqing.


"But Milord should also not be too worried. Qixi has quite a lot of Hu, and if the Young Marquis wants to truly sit upon the Protector-General's seat, he still has a long way to go. If he truly manages to get through that pass, we can reconsider how we should interact with him," Feng Changqing said.


"Aaah, that's all we can do."


Gao Xianzhi gave a long sigh.


……


At the same time, in the distant Longxi, Big Dipper City's shock at the news that Wang Chong was being made Qixi Protector-General was no less than Anxi's.


"A seventeen-year-old Imperial Protector-General? How could there be something like this? The court approved this, and His Majesty even passed the proposal!"


Geshu Han gripped the message from the capital in his hands, his mind still reeling from shock. Not even the appearance of the Ü-Tsang King of Generals, the White Lion Great General We Tadra Khonglo, had given him as much of a shock. This news was simply too unrealistic.


He had been keeping a close watch on the court debates. After seeing all those officials recommending so many experienced and long-serving generals, Geshu Han had never expected them to ultimately pick Wang Chong.


It wasn't just Geshu Han. All the Big Dipper Army commanders around him were also in a stunned daze.


The news from the capital had been like a reef hidden deep in the water, catching them by surprise and dealing them a massive shock.


"It's absurd! In a single year, he reached the post of Qixi Protector-General!"


"Qixi also has that Qixi Armory set up by the imperial household. Our Big Dipper Army receives armaments and supplies from that place every year. If this really is the case, then our Big Dipper Army will be under his control!"


"Am I going deaf? Protector-General! Just this achievement alone is enough to leave his name on the history books to be revered for centuries after he's gone!"


"But isn't he too young? Why did the court let it through? There's no way the masses would accept this!"


"The acceptance of the masses? Do you still think he's some ordinary youth? In the war of the southwest, he killed more than four hundred thousand soldiers of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, and now he's killed Dayan Mangban and Agudu Lan, burying countless Tibetan and Turkic warriors with them. This is a god of slaughter! Do you think the court would recommend him for no reason? His current achievements are simply not something the court can ignore!"


The Big Dipper Army commanders were still struggling to come to grips with the idea. When Wang Chong had first arrived at Wushang and begun constructing the City of Steel, everyone had treated him as an outsider. Even though he had achieved enormous feats in the southwest, he was still just a teenager in their eyes. A one-time achievement wasn't proof of anything. It was luck, coincidence, not a guarantee of transcendent strength or a sign that it would last for very long.


But to their surprise, Wang Chong had succeeded in building that grandiose City of Steel, firming up his foundation, and had also begun to achieve feat after feat: defeating the Tibetans, defeating the Turks, killing Dayan Mangban and Agudu Lan. Finally, he had ascended to the post of Qixi Protector-General.


And all this had taken place in only a few months since Wang Chong's arrival at Wushang. This advancement speed was like he was climbing a ladder to the heavens, leaving everyone slack-jawed and wide-eyed!
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"Milord, should we continue working against Wang Chong? Qing Ze has already gone to connect with all two hundred and forty thousand bandits and brigands on the Silk Road. In addition, we still have that ban on vegetable, grain, and fruit merchants going to Wushang. Should this ban be continued?" a cautious voice in the room probed, breaking the atmosphere of shock. The speaker was a bearded Hu general of apparently rather high status standing at Geshu Han's side.


When Wang Chong had just arrived at Wushang, Geshu Han had given his subordinate Qing Ze a test by ordering him to deal with Wang Chong and prevent Wushang from establishing any roots. The most obvious and most practical method was to ban any fruits, grains, or vegetables, these necessities of life, from reaching Wushang. After all, the nearest supply point for Wushang in the Central Plains was Longxi.


'The world is rich and prosperous, but nowhere surpasses Longxi' was a saying that referred to the fact that Longxi was the most prosperous region in the Central Plains. The earth there was fertile, the lands spacious, so it was the easiest place to get supplies from. Back in the capital, Wang Chong had promised that he would develop Wushang into a unique commercial and transportation hub of the Silk Road, providing caravans a place to rest, resupply, and seek shelter and protection.


The vast amount needed to supply all these people as well as the garrison could only be obtained from Longxi. As for Qixi, the meaning of the word 'Qi'1 was enough to dispel that idea. That such a barren and near-desert region was able to sustain such a large garrison was already quite impressive.




It was absolutely impossible for Wang Chong to receive sufficient logistical support from Qixi.


Thus, when the time came, Wang Chong would have no other option than to get his supplies from the capital. The road between the capital and Wushang was long, and if one added into the mix the two hundred and forty thousand bandits and brigands on the road… one could easily imagine the result. But now, Wang Chong was Qixi Protector-General, and everything was different.


If Geshu Han dared to continue on this course of action, it would no longer be a test, but a direct confrontation with Wang Chong!


The Protector-Generals and Great Generals of the empire all held influential status and power, and a clash between two such figures was no laughing matter. Even Geshu Han would have to seriously consider the pros and cons.


Geshu Han said nothing, raising his head to look at the slightly blackened roof of the hall that had been repaired several times over the course of Big Dipper City's battles, a complicated look in his eyes.


The Great Tang of the Central Plains had experienced many years of peace, and the upper levels of the power structure had solidified ages ago, with the candidates for high-ranking positions like Protector-General and Great General already set in stone. Wang Chong's appearance and his rapid promotion had broken all the rules.


With a sharpness that left everyone surprised and uncomfortable, he had rapidly left the southwest and entered the northwest, all the way until he was sitting on the post of Qixi Protector-General!


In Geshu Han's life of ups and downs, trials and tribulations, successes and failures, he had never encountered a situation like this.


"Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, Duan Gequan, Dusong Mangpoje, Dayan Mangban, Agudu Lan… Although I still feel the Imperial Court's promoting a seventeen-year-old so quickly to the post of Protector-General is a decision made too hastily, he truly did achieve his current state by proving his strength every step of the way. Tell Qing Ze to return! Have those bandits and brigands disperse, and cancel all the plans we decided on. The times have changed, and we cannot challenge a Protector-General!"


Geshu Han gave a long sigh.


"Yes!"


A Big Dipper commander quickly left with the order.


……


The news of Wang Chong's promotion arrived in Beiting and Andong as well, and the entire political system of the empire was dealt a massive shock. But in the distant Ü-Tsang Empire, the mood was completely different.


In the massive royal capital, all was eerily silent. In the royal palace at its very heart, smoke spiraled out of incense burners, but nobody within the hall spoke. Everyone was focused on a metal fretwork table, around four feet high and covered with mysterious inscriptions.


On the table, a black pigeon with golden eyes was cooing, freely looking around as if unaware of the nervous tension that filled the hall to the bursting. But everyone knew that this hall was weighed down by this strange pressure precisely because of the news this pigeon had delivered.


"Your Majesty, although Fumeng Lingcha is gone, he's been replaced by the even more formidable Wang Chong, with Wang Chong even taking Fumeng Lingcha's former post. This is extremely ill news for our Ü-Tsang Empire!" A worried and anxious voice echoed within the hall.


"The war of the southwest, the destruction of Zhangzhung Training Camp, the grievous losses at the triangular gap… in total, we've already lost more than four hundred thousand elite cavalry to that Great Tang youth, and the plague has still not been brought under complete control—the dead cows and sheep are piling up into mountains! That he's now become Qixi Protector-General is a great disaster for our Ü-Tsang Empire! And besides that, he's also built that fortress on our Tibetan Plateau! This is completely unprecedented!" Another voice rang out in agreement.


In the past, the people the Ü-Tsang Empire feared were Zhangchou Jianqiong, Geshu Han, Fumeng Lingcha, and Gao Xianzhi, these four Imperial Great Generals of the Great Tang, but now, another name had rapidly superseded these names, becoming the most feared existence in the entire Ü-Tsang Empire. This name was 'Wang Chong'. It wasn't like the Tibetans had never lost to the Great Tang before, and the strongest of their Great Generals had even pushed all the way to the royal capital. But those had all been regular wars, where it was easy tell where they had lost, where they were weak.


There had never been anyone like Wang Chong who had resorted to methods beyond the battlefield, spreading plague across the plateau. Moreover, his grasp of tactics and his ability to command troops in battle had far surpassed any of the famed Tang generals Ü-Tsang had encountered. Not only that, Wang Chong had managed to avoid all eyes and ears in his attack on Zhangzhung, penetrating deep into the Tibetan interior to annihilate the entire training camp and eight thousand Qinghai Soldiers.


This matter left the entire Ü-Tsang Empire trembling in fear and unease, because there was no doubt that Wang Chong had found some secret path up to the plateau. If they did not find this path, Wang Chong would be able to enter the plateau at any time without being noticed and leave whenever he pleased.


This was like a knife that could be pressed against one's neck at any moment, and in a situation where one had no idea where the knife was coming from or how it could be avoided.


"Your Majesty, no matter what, we must think of a way to kill Wang Chong. Otherwise, not only will we be unable to freely leave through the northeast, but will find ourselves completely locked off from the north."


All the famed generals in the hall turned to that figure seated above.


The Tsenpo said nothing. He only listened to the opinions of his subjects, his thick brows creased and the flames of irritation raging in his heart.


War, war… kill Wang Chong!


How could he not know that this Great Tang youth needed to be killed as soon as possible? But Dalun Ruozan had lost, Huoshu Huicang had lost, Dayan Pugyal had lost, Dayan Mangban had lost, and Dusong Mangpoje had also lost. Two of the empire's most formidable Great Generals and one of its Great Ministers had lost to that Wang Chong, and they had paid the two-hundred-thousand-some cavalry that the Ngari Royal Lineage had taken ten-some years to accumulate, as well as countless cows and sheep.


That brat from the Great Tang wasn't dead, but the Ü-Tsang Empire was fast approaching its breaking point.


"Enough!"


Suddenly, a voice rang out through the hall, not at all sharp, but mellow and rich. Yet this voice silenced the hall, everyone quickly shutting their mouths.


"All armies are ordered to keep their distance from the northern border. All hostilities in the northern region are henceforth forbidden!" the voice commanded, neither too loud nor too soft.


Only the Imperial Great Minister, Dalon Trinling, had the authority to speak and issue decrees on the Tsenpo's behalf. As expected, Dalon Trinling's words immediately made all the officials and generals in the hall turn docile, all their ruthlessness dissipating. Even the Tsenpo appeared much more relaxed.


"The empire has lost enough soldiers in the north. Even Dayan Mangban died there, and Dusong Mangpoje returned with heavy injuries, making him incapable of going into battle for the short term. Patriarch Dusong, do you know where Dusong Mangpoje is? And how are his injuries doing?"


Dalon Trinling held his hands behind his back, his narrow eyes bursting with intelligence turning to a muscular and bulky figure within the hall.


"Many thanks for Great Minister's concern. Upon returning from his defeat, Mangpoje immediately went to the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple to prostrate on the ground. He has still not returned, nor has he sent us any message," Dusong Gonjo said with a bow.


The Dusong Clan and the Dayan Clan were ancient lineages of the Ü-Tsang Empire, and Dusong Gonjo was the current head of the Dusong Clan. Dusong Mangpoje was hailed as the eagle of the Dusong Clan, the most brilliant figure of this generation as well as an Ü-Tsang Great General. When Dusong Gonjo heard of Dusong Mangpoje's miserable defeat at the triangular gap, he immediately felt ashamed and humiliated, but when he saw the dreadful wounds on Dusong Mangpoje's body, he found himself incapable of uttering a word of reproach.


It was obvious that Dusong Mangpoje had encountered some unspeakable danger. If he had not reacted so promptly, it wouldn't have just been tens of thousands of soldiers dying at the triangular gap. Even the most outstanding representative of the Dusong Clan, an Ü-Tsang Imperial Great General, would have ended up offering himself to the triangular gap, a truly unacceptable loss to the Dusong Clan.


What was important was that Dusong Mangpoje had survived.


"I see."


Dalon Trinling nodded, his face emotionless, but there was a twinkle deep within his eyes. Tens of thousands of elites had died at the triangular gap, and even the Dayan Clan's Dayan Mangban had met his end. The one who felt the most remorse over these losses was probably Dusong Mangpoje himself.


This was probably why he had gone to the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple to prostrate on the ground immediately after his return. Unfortunately, Dusong Mangpoje would find it very difficult to get what he desired.


Flap flap!


While Dalon Trinling was thinking, the flapping of wings suddenly attracted everyone's attention.

______________
1. As said before, the word '碛' or 'Qi' means 'desert'.↩
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Dalon Trinling raised his head and saw that one of the royal capital guards had extended an arm. Perched upon this arm was a gorgeous and muscular specimen, a golden-eyed bird of prey.


This bird of prey could not be found in Ü-Tsang, the Great Tang, or even the Western and Eastern Turkic Khaganates. In all the continent, these birds called only one place their home.


This was an Arabian hunting falcon!


The gathered officials in the hall immediately paled.


"Great Minister! The Arabs of the west have sent a letter…"


The tall guard strode in, but before he could say any more, Imperial Great Minister Dalon Trinling raised a wrist, sending out a bolt of Stellar Energy that blew the Arabian hunting falcon and the letter tied to its legs into pieces, feathers and chunks of gore flying everywhere.


The guard stood at the door, speechless and dazed.


"I know. You are dismissed," Dalon Trinling said in an indifferent voice, waving his hand while drawing his finger back into his sleeve.


Not a single one of the officials in the hall found Dalon Trinling's actions excessive. Long before the Great Tang began to delve deeply into the Western Regions, Ü-Tsang and the Arabs had already fought over it many times.


Each side had suffered grievous casualties, each side with its own victories and defeats, a state that had persisted for more than a thousand years. Although they would occasionally cooperate, their relationship was more one of conflict. One could even say that in the Western Regions, they were mortal enemies. This was especially the case after the war of the southwest, when the Abbasid Caliphate used the chance presented by the complete destruction of the Ngari Royal Lineage's army to attack the Tibetan base in Sindhu and steal all the secrets and results that had come out of the research into the army of giants.


With that, their sole collaboration had come to a complete end.


In the Ü-Tsang Empire, the mere mention of the Arabs was a taboo!


"Yes! Yes!"


When the royal capital guard saw that it was Dalon Trinling who had spoken, a fearful look appeared in his eyes, and he quickly bowed and left.


"Okay, let's not talk about these things. Zhenzhu, I asked you to find a solution to the sheep plague. How is that progressing?" Dalon Trinling said.


"Yes, Great Minister. According to your orders, we successfully tracked down a recipe to cure the sheep plague from a teacher in Longxi. Our scouts have already succeeded in bringing it back," one of the Tibetan officials below responded.


"Very good. This matter is far more urgent than any war in the north. Resolve this sheep plague as quickly as possible!" Dalon Trinling said.


"Yes! Great Minister!"


……


Whoosh!


Frigid winds blew down from the skies, stirring up mists of snow.


More than two thousand li from the royal capital, in a sparsely inhabited land, a massive mountain range loomed into the heavens. This mountain range stretched on for one hundred li, its cliffs so sharp and steep that they seemed to have been cut out of the earth with knives and axes. They soared high into the air, with the highest peaks being several thousand zhang tall, their summits lost deep within the clouds. These high mountains were all capped with snow, and if one looked from a distance at this mountain range, they would see a grandiose and magnificent sight that inspired awe and respect.


This was the holy land of Ü-Tsang, the location of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple, the source of all of Ü-Tsang's myths and legends.


Although the Ü-Tsang Empire was still far from the winter season, snow fell on the peak of the Great Snow Mountain throughout the year, with no break in any season, a phenomenon unique to the Great Snow Mountain. At this moment, a seven-foot-tall man was kneeling at the base of the mountain, his head pressed against the ground.


His armor was crumbling and stained with black blood in many places. These were dreadful and gruesome wounds, evidence of perilous combat.


This man had appeared here a month ago, and no matter the weather, he had remained kneeling here, like the most pious and humble of believers. One would find it very hard to believe that this filthy man in shabby armor was the illustrious and mighty Imperial Great General of Ü-Tsang, Dusong Mangpoje.


After some time, a voice came from above. "Milord, you should leave. The Venerable Holiness will not agree to your request. For millennia, the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple has not once involved itself in secular wars, and it will not do so now."


A bald monk, barefoot and wearing a simple robe, descended, his palms clasped and held up. Someone of Dusong Mangpoje's cultivation level had been incapable of hearing his footsteps. This monk's eyes were gentle and calm like the bottom of a deep lake. They could wash away all the distracting thoughts within one's mind.


"This time is different. This is not a secular war. The ones who defeated me were experts from the sects of the Central Plains. Only the people of the Holy Temple can deal with them. I hope that Venerable Sir can tell this to the Venerable Holiness so that he might lend me some assistance," Dusong Mangpoje said subserviently, pressing his hands against the ground.


"Oh?"


The placid lakes within the monk's eyes rippled for a moment, but he quickly regained his calm.


"It is pointless. His Venerable Holiness will not recklessly make an exception. Milord, please return! No matter how long you kneel here, it will be useless."


The bald monk turned back around and began to slowly walk back to the summit. In a few moments, he had vanished.


The kneeling Dusong Mangpoje found it hard to conceal the disappointment in his eyes, but even so, he had no intention of leaving. He seemed intent on kneeling until his body turned to stone.


Time slowly passed, the sun rising and the moon sinking, a cycle that repeated itself for many days, until finally, he heard another set of footsteps.


"Venerable Sir, do not try and persuade me. I will not leave," Dusong Mangpoje said without even raising his head.


"I'm not any sort of monk, but I truly did come to persuade you to leave."


A vigorous and energetic voice rang out in Dusong Mangpoje's ears, causing him to raise his head in shock. He was greeted by the sight of an Imperial Great General wearing armor the color of fire, with a long saber sheathed on his waist, standing before him like a god.


Powerful ripples of energy rose from his body like a storm, exerting a stifling pressure.


"Huoshu Huicang?!"


Dusong Mangpoje was stunned. He had never imagined that the Great General of the Ngari Royal Lineage would appear here.


"It's useless. The Holy Temple will not do anything. If you plan to kneel until His Venerable Holiness shows himself, then I can be of no help to you. But if you want to deal with that Wang Chong of the Great Tang, I might know of a method that could be of assistance."


Huoshu Huicang looked at Dusong Mangpoje and added, "Oh, that's right, I forgot to tell you. That Young Marquis of Wushang has already been promoted to Qixi Protector-General, replacing Fumeng Lingcha."


"What?!"


Dusong Mangpoje shuddered, his face frozen in stupefaction.


"Do you understand now? With just five thousand people, he could already defeat you and Dayan Mangban. You can imagine what it means for our Ü-Tsang Empire now that he's Qixi Protector-General. Based on what I've learned, he's still building forts around the triangular gap. In the future, we will not only lose any control over Qixi and the Western Regions and the ability to enter the Great Tang, we'll even have our own territory invaded," Huoshu Huicang lightly said.


Dusong Mangpoje had come here more than a month ago, so he had no idea what was happening in the outside world, but Huoshu Huicang had come amply prepared.


"You can continue to kneel here, or you can leave with me and go to meet someone, and then we can go together to deal with that Young Marquis of the Great Tang! Trust in me. At present, only that person can help us deal with Wang Chong," Huoshu Huicang said.


"Who?"


"You'll know when the time comes."


Dusong Mangpoje said nothing, only raised his eyes to that imposing mountain range. Following his gaze, one saw that halfway up this grandiose mountain of snow were the ancient yellow outer walls of many temples, loosely arranged, arrayed across the mountainside like a belt that slowly traveled up to the snowcapped summit.


And at the very top of the mountain range, above all the other temples, was a small red temple. Although it was as tiny as a sesame seed from this distance, it exuded a boundless and ancient aura. It seemed like the center of the universe, coldly looking down upon the world with a divine and transcendent gaze.


That was the oldest and holiest place of the entire plateau, the true Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple!


"Haaah…"


Dusong Mangpoje sighed and finally stood back up. Perhaps it was as that great monk had said. The holy land had always remained above the world and did not interfere in secular affairs. No matter how long he kneeled here, the holy land would never act. In comparison to that infinitesimal hope that the holy land would do anything, the prospects of Great General Huoshu Huicang were more realistic.


"Let's go!"


Dusong Mangpoje raised his head and turned to Huoshu Huicang. At that moment, a rare smile appeared on Huoshu Huicang's face.


"You will not regret this!"


Turning around, the two walked off, shoulder to shoulder. But just when they were about to leave, about to pass an ancient tree that had lived more than one thousand years, a cold and lofty voice rang out behind them.


"Great General!"


It rumbled like thunder.


"His Venerable Holiness asked me to give this to you."


Hwoom! The pair turned around, flabbergasted, and saw that a little black dot was rapidly expanding before their eyes as it was thrown down from the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple on high. Thud! It landed nearby. Now that they could see it clearly, they recognized it as a wooden box, around one foot long, wrapped in a yellow-brown cloth that flapped in the wind.


"The holy land will not act, nor will it kill, and His Venerable Holiness will not leave the Holy Temple for your sake. But this does not mean the holy land cannot help you. This box contains a ritual tool of the Holy Temple. When you cast it out, it will imprison any opponent, no matter how strong, making them incapable of moving. Take it! It should be of help to you!"


The voice endlessly echoed through the mountains.


Even Huoshu Huicang was pleasantly surprised at this development, much less Dusong Mangpoje. They had only ever heard about the ritual tools of the Holy Temple, never seen any for themselves. Not even in Huoshu Huicang's many visits to the Holy Temple and his long periods of cultivation there had he ever set eyes on one. He hadn't expected that Dusong Mangpoje's more than one month of kneeling had moved the Holy Temple to grant this ritual tool.


"My deepest gratitude to His Venerable Holiness!"


Dusong Mangpoje was exuberant.


Taking the box, the two quickly left.
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When Dusong Mangpoje and Huoshu Huicang were leaving the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple, in the distant City of Steel in Wushang, another scene was taking place.


Once the news that Wang Chong had been promoted to Qixi Protector-General began to spread, the entire City of Steel turned jubilant. What could be more exciting than one's lord being promoted to Protector-General, ranking amongst the highest and most authoritative figures of the empire? Reaching such a lofty post in just a year was like the morning sun breaking over the horizon at dawn. One would follow such a lord without hesitation, as the prospects were guaranteed to be limitless!


Everyone seemed to have been given a shot in the arm, frenziedly practicing and training so that they could increase their strength. The entire City of Steel was filled with a proactive and energetic atmosphere.


But in Wang Chong's residence, an entirely different mood dominated. All the tables, chairs, and stools that had once filled this spacious room had been moved, and a massive model of the Western Regions now occupied the center of the room. The topography and the kingdoms of the Western Regions were all realized in startling detail, and the Anxi Protectorate, the Tibetan Plateau, the Turkic steppe, Qixi, and Wushang seemed to mirror their real-life counterparts.


Wang Chong had not disregarded the Western Regions while dealing with the Ü-Tsang Empire and the Western Turkic Khaganate, dispatching many scouts to gather information on the military situation and geography of the regions. Several hundred of the best scouts had still needed several months to produce the information that was finally condensed into this strategic model of the Western Regions.


"…On the Ü-Tsang Empire's side, I've already killed Dayan Mangban and wounded Dusong Mangpoje, and the White Braves essentially don't exist anymore. In addition to that, they lost almost one hundred thousand elites. Coupled with the plague I spread through the southwest, the Ü-Tsang Empire should be badly wounded. It won't have the strength to threaten us in the short term.


"As for the Western Turkic Khaganate, the one who had attacked us the most and was the leader of the war faction was the Black Wolf Yabgu, Agudu Lan. He died in front of Qixi Armory along with four thousand of his best elites. With these people dead, the greatest threats to us have been eliminated, and the Western Turkic Khaganate will find it very difficult to produce another person as formidable and difficult to deal with as Agudu Lan. With these two important individuals dead, Qixi is essentially safe and unthreatened."


Wang Chong explained all this as he pointed at Ü-Tsang and the Western Turkic Khaganate on the model. All the commanders of the City of Steel had gathered around him: Li Siye, Huang Botian, Xu Qiqin, Xu Keyi, Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, Chen Bin… even Zhang Shouzhi was present. Everyone was listening with rapt attention to Wang Chong.


"Then, Milord, what should our next objective be?" Xu Keyi suddenly asked. "Should we invade Ü-Tsang and the Turkic steppe, launching an assault that will make them lose any ability to attack the Great Tang?"


The eyes of everyone in the room brightened at Xu Keyi's suggestion. Of all the Protector-Generals and Great Generals of the empire, there was probably no one more proactive than Wang Chong. All of the renowned generals of the Great Tang, even the likes of Geshu Han, An Sishun, Zhang Shougui, and Fumeng Lingcha, had essentially adopted a policy of passive defense, with the occasional offense. Rarely was there someone like Wang Chong who penetrated deep into enemy territory to battle on foreign soil, even establishing a fortress to serve as a permanent base. These fortresses would serve as a fish bone in the throat, a dagger at the back, leaving enemies extremely uncomfortable.


In this aspect, not even Gao Xianzhi could compare to Wang Chong!


"Ü-Tsang and the Turks will have to be dealt with eventually, but they aren't where the greatest threat is coming from. That comes from elsewhere!"


Wang Chong drew back his finger and scanned the room.


"Ah?!"


The gathered officers were astonished by these words, glancing at each other in dismay. The greatest threats around Wushang and Qixi were none other than the Tibetans and the Turks. None of them could think of any other empire that could pose a greater threat.


At the very edge of the crowd, Chen Bin had an idea and hesitantly voiced it. "Is Milord referring to those Hu in the Qixi Protectorate?"


"Of course not. They're not even worthy of that."


Wang Chong grinned and didn't keep them in suspense. Taking a small red flag, he swept his arm past Wushang, Qixi, Anxi, and the Cong Mountains, finally placing the flag at the very western edge, near the sea.


"Our true enemy is right! Here!"


"The Arabian Empire?! How could it be them? Aren't they just a tiny country? What sort of threat could they pose?"


"That's right! They might not even be able to contend against Mengshe Zhao. How could they be even stronger than Ü-Tsang? And aren't Gao Xianzhi and the Anxi Protectorate army in the west? With them there, what country could threaten us?"


"Lord Marquis, might you have picked the wrong spot? I've met Arabs in the capital. All of them are round and fat, and they give such big smiles that their eyes scrunch up. Even if they come in hundreds of thousands, we could easily defeat people like that. How could they possibly threaten us?"


The people in the room were flabbergasted at the place Wang Chong had stuck the red flag. No one had imagined that the threat Wang Chong spoke of would be this extremely faraway land. Many of them suspected that Wang Chong had put the flag in the wrong place.


Wang Chong said nothing to these gasps of surprise, only faintly smiled. When he first began to build this city in Wushang, everyone believed that his goal was to build a commercial city through which he could make a fortune, or else they believed that he wanted to use this city as a base to push back the Tibetans and Turks. However, Wang Chong's goal had never been the Ü-Tsang Empire, and certainly not the Western Turkic Khaganate. At this stage, there was no longer any need to hide his aim.


From start to finish, he had had only one enemy and adversary: that massive empire west of the Cong Mountains.


Arabia!


On this continent, this was the only power that could stand on the same level as the Great Tang, and it was a formidable existence that was still in the middle of aggressive expansion.


Everyone believed that the Arabian Empire was currently a small country around the size of Goguryeo or Mengshe Zhao, but Wang Chong knew that the true Arabia controlled a territory even larger than the Great Tang, with a larger population as well. In addition, it commanded the allegiance of many small kingdoms and countless generals. In addition, while the Great Tang had indulged in peace and prosperity, the Arabian Empire was one that worshiped strength and battle. Their history was one of constant expansion and war.


The Great Tang just had too little understanding of countries beyond the Central Plains. A fox would die facing its den, and the people of the Central Plains had a penchant for thinking fondly of their homeland, unwilling to even glance at the outside world. Xu Keyi, Cheng Sanyuan, and the others had been with Wang Chong for a very long time, but even they regarded the Arabs with scorn and contempt, so one could easily imagine what others thought.


While everyone else was focused on Ü-Tsang and the Eastern and Western Turks, they were blissfully unaware that this 'tiny country' was already beginning to train troops and gather supplies for a campaign against the Great Tang! And if they succeeded, the fate of the Central Plains would be completely altered, and this massive empire would fall into endless civil strife and discord.


Wang Chong could not accept this.


What Wang Chong wanted to do was give this massive empire of the west a savage blow the moment it stretched out its claws, let it understand the strength of the empire of the east.


Wang Chong continued to survey the crowd as he lightly ordered, "Zhang Que, bring out the information Yang Hongchang gathered for everyone to see."


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


A young voice came from behind Wang Chong, and Zhang Que quickly strode forward with a thick stack of documents which he began to pass around. Still puzzled, the officers all subconsciously took the documents.


"Open it up and take a look," Wang Chong indifferently said, making no effort to explain.


Confused, they opened the documents, and at first glance, their pupils immediately constricted, their chattering instantly fading away. And as time passed, the atmosphere in the room grew heavy.


"Arabia? How could this be? Their territory is large enough to be on par with the Great Tang!"


"A population of tens of millions? How could that be? Weren't they just a small kingdom? And they have so many soldiers!"


"How can this be? How could there be such a large country west of the Cong Mountains?"


"Too powerful! They've even attacked Ü-Tsang multiple times, and while their armies were smaller, they forced the most powerful Yarlung Royal Lineage of the Ü-Tsang Empire back like a turtle retracting into its shell."


All the officers were left dazed and dumbfounded by this information. The Arabia presented in these documents was completely different from the Arabia they knew, and they could hardly believe their eyes. At this moment, they understood why Wang Chong had said that the Arabian Empire was the largest threat to the Great Tang.


"What you're seeing now is the roughest of information. The true strength of Arabia is even greater than what's on the record."


Wang Chong's indifferent words silenced the room once more, and everyone turned to look at him.


"Zhang Que, it's your turn to speak."


Wang Chong glanced at Zhang Que.


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


Zhang Que bowed and quickly turned to face the crowd.


"This information was initially gathered from a great clan that Lord Marquis is working with in the Western Regions. This clan has done business with Arabia for many years and has some understanding of that place. However, Arabs are very cautious of outsiders, and it's very difficult for us to comprehensively gather information. The information before you was already very difficult to obtain, and several scouts died for it. The true Arabian Empire can only be stronger, not weaker.


"In addition, not too long ago, I received an order to join a Hu caravan to Arabia, but before I could get very far, when I released Little Sha, I was discovered by the Arabs. The birds their military breeds are extremely formidable, and even Little Sha was injured. They also dispatched cavalry to pursue me, so I was forced to withdraw."


As Zhang Que spoke, he raised his arm to show the rock eagle perched on it to the crowd. This rock eagle had wounds on its head, legs, and body. Claws as sharp as swords had struck deep, and in some places, it was even possible to see the bone.


Hiss!


Everyone couldn't help but gasp. They all knew just how formidable this rock eagle was. There were almost no birds in Qixi, perhaps in all of the Western Regions, that could contend against this rock eagle, and even those birds trained by the Tibetans and Turks had to retreat in panic before its claws. It fully deserved its title as king of eagles.


But even Zhang Que's rock eagle had been heavily wounded. Their concepts of the world were being completely overturned.
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"Are the Arabs really this formidable?" Cheng Sanyuan muttered in shock.


"Arabia is even stronger than all of you can imagine!"


Wang Chong finally spoke.


"In a part of Arabia near Anxi, there is a place called Samarkand. Two hundred thousand Arabian soldiers have assembled there, all of them the most formidable cavalry. All of you have seen the Tibetan and Turkic warhorses. The Arabian warhorses are even taller, more muscular, and have an even greater charge. Not only that, although you've seen the Arab merchants, the majority of them plump and useless in battle, the true Arabs are natural warriors, honed by their environment to be tall and sturdy. Thus, once a war begins, the Arabs can summon its people to form an army without even needing to train them, immediately expanding their army to more than four hundred thousand, each of the soldiers on par with a regular soldier. And this is only the army the Arabs have stationed on their eastern border. If they need to undergo a full mobilization, the Arabs could probably command an army of nigh unimaginable size."


The entire room was quiet, everyone listening in shock to Wang Chong's words. This was their first time getting to truly know the Arabian Empire, and all of them felt an intense danger.


"…But that statement at the start was right. At the very beginning, the Arabian Empire was just a tiny country, even smaller than Goguryeo. They were only able to develop to such a massive scale, growing even larger than the Great Tang, because they spent many years training their soldiers for war and battling surrounding countries. All of you fought with Dayan Mangban's White Braves and know how powerful they were. The Arabs have their Mamelukes1, a force even stronger than the White Braves of Ü-Tsang. In Arabia, all the Mamelukes start training at the age of seven or eight. From the very beginning, they are made to fight amongst themselves, with only the fiercest and most savage of the children being able to survive. As these children grow, they receive the harshest military training, maturing through actual battle and blood until they become true Mamelukes. At that time, each of them will have become the most lethal weapon, imbued with rich experience in killing and battle."




Wang Chong's voiced echoed through the room, acting as a sort of baptism to everyone within. This was Wang Chong's goal. If even his closest subordinates did not recognize the strength of the Arabs, there would be no need to talk about defeating them. Change happened drop by drop. The Great Tang could no longer remain entranced by the Central Plains and its periphery. It needed to raise its head and see the true face of the world.


This change would happen from the people nearest to his side.


In the future, if every Tang could relinquish their obsession with their homeland and open their eyes to see the world as it really was, a whole new Great Tang would be formed.


"Lord Marquis, if every Arab is as formidable as you say, how can we fight against them? Can we still defeat them?" Cheng Sanyuan suddenly spoke, his shocked gaze on Wang Chong. The words spoken today had completely altered his impressions of that distant country.


"Cheng Sanyuan, I've never met a true Arab warrior, nor do I know what you mean by defeating them, but I can tell you that the Great Tang did not reach its current status through luck!" Li Siye suddenly said, his expression grim and each of his words seeming to thump against the floor. "Goguryeo, Mengshe Zhao, Ü-Tsang, the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, and the kingdoms of the Western Regions—all of these countries added together do not dare to recklessly make war against the Great Tang. Only the Great Tang is capable of relying on its solitary strength to suppress these surrounding countries and make them lower their heads. Arabia might be very strong, but the Great Tang is definitely not weak! If Arabia dares to covet the Central Plains, it will come to learn of the true strength of the Great Tang, a lesson it will never forget!"


"That's right!"


Wang Chong gave a knowing smile upon hearing Li Siye's words.


"Arabia truly is very strong, but our Great Tang definitely isn't weak. The Arabian cavalry is very formidable, but their crossbow bolts and other equipment can't compare to ours. Our Great Tang's ballistae are unrivalled throughout the world. No matter what sort of cavalry or how thick their armor, none of them can stop the piercing power of a ballista bolt. Moreover, in terms of infantry formations as well as strategy and tactics, Arabia is far inferior to the Great Tang. They have no such thing as formations, only simple arrangements of soldiers, and they certainly have no idea of strategy and tactics."


Wang Chong was not at all boasting. The strategy texts of the Central Plains were developed over a long history of frequent and large-scale conflicts. This was something the Arabs lacked.


Everyone nodded their heads, motivated by Wang Chong's words. Yes, Arabia might be a massive alligator, yet the Great Tang was no sheep, but a mighty lion. Who was stronger and who was weaker could only be found out through battle.


"Lord Marquis, what do you need us to do?!"


"No matter what it is, as long as we can be of aid to the Great Tang in opposing the Arabs, we would even walk through seas of fire and mountains of blades!"


"That's right! Those who offend my Great Tang will all be punished, no matter how far away they are! Lord Marquis, give us your orders!"


The officers began to excitedly sound off. Against foreign foes, all of them were of one mind. Whether or not they wanted to admit it, their honor and duty as people of the Great Tang had bored into their bones. Wang Chong mentally nodded at this sight, greatly relieved. Regardless of what it was like elsewhere, as long as the people at his side shared his vision, their wills could form an impregnable stronghold that allowed Wang Chong to complete any task he set out to do with confidence.


"A mountain cannot hold two tigers! The Arabs are pugnacious people who are bound to clash with the Great Tang one day. Although I can't be sure of the actual time of this war, we can start preparing for it now. Xu Keyi!"


Wang Chong turned his head to his right.


"Your subordinate is here!"


Xu Keyi hurriedly lowered his head and bowed.


"Starting from now, I need you to put your focus elsewhere. Your mission will be to select as many elite scouts from the army as possible, teach them Arabic, and then dispatch them to the Arabian Empire. In addition, the Arabs are very xenophobic, so you can't choose Han, only Hu, or else hire merchants from the Western Regions. I need you to use these people to gather as much information on the Arabian Empire as you can," Wang Chong said.


"Your subordinate understands!" Xu Keyi immediately answered.


"Chen Bin!"


"Your subordinate is here!"


Chen Bin stepped forward.


"The recipe for the cement road has already reached a mature state. I need you to get in touch with Zhao Jingdian in the capital and mobilize the power of the great clans to build a cement road from Wushang to the Anxi Protectorate as quickly as possible. In addition, inform Zhao Jingdian that I also need the cement road from the capital to Wushang finished soon as well," Wang Chong sternly said.


"Yes!"


Chen Bin bowed.


"Su Shixuan!"


"Your subordinate is here!"


Su Shixuan hurriedly stepped forward.


"Use my status as Qixi Protector-General and Lord of Wushang to write a memorial to the court requesting reinforcements for Qixi. Say that in the last major battle, Qixi suffered many casualties. Request the court to use Wushang's City of Steel as the transit point for the soldiers. Say that we can help relieve the Imperial Court's logistical burden," Wang Chong ordered, a fearsome look on his face.


He had put a great deal of thought into this problem and had determined that if he wanted to reinforce the Anxi Protectorate army, just Qixi alone would not enough. He would need soldiers from the Imperial Court, transferred from other regions. If the City of Steel could be used as a reservoir of manpower, he could greatly increase the soldiers available to him. Besides that, the Imperial Court would be happy to offload the logistical burden to another party.


"Yes! Your subordinate understands!"


Su Shixuan bowed.


"In addition, write a letter to the capital requesting Yuan Shusong to come over."


"Yes!"


Wang Chong issued order after order, and each person soon had their own task. The full strength and resources of the City of Steel were slowly beginning to mobilize, all of them aimed at Talas and the even farther Arabian Empire. While Yang Hongchang had been the sole gatherer of information in Talas at first, he was now joined in this effort by many scouts and soldiers, and Wang Chong's intelligence-gathering abilities in these regions soared.


"That's right, where's Hulayeg?"


When everything had been delegated, Wang Chong suddenly remembered Hulayeg.


In the past, Hulayeg would follow him everywhere like a fawning sycophant, but his presence had been missed as of late.


"Haha, didn't you leave the Turkic Fourth Prince to him? He's currently fully devoted himself to that endeavor. Right now, to carry out this task, he's already moved himself from the residence you prepared for him to the City of Steel's underground prison."


Xu Qiqin slowly and lightly walked over, a smile on her lips and her face glowing with vitality. Such was the charm and allure she exuded that even Wang Chong was momentarily dazed, but he quickly regained control over his senses.


"The prison? Why did he go there?" Wang Chong said in shock. He understood Hulayeg as someone who emphasized pleasure and comfort above all. Even for his residence, he had been extremely picky, and he had even bought many tiger skins to decorate the walls and the floor. How could he be willing to live in a prison? This was completely out of line with his style.


"Just what is he up to?"


"What do you think? It's for that Fourth Prince."


Xu Qiqin's smile grew even wider, and she was finding it hard to hold back her laughter.


"In order to get that Fourth Prince's trust and change the impression the prince has of him, he surprisingly opted for the plan of injuring himself to gain the trust of the enemy. He had Xu Keyi find someone to give him a savage beating, covering him all over with bruises, and then he had himself thrown into the Fourth Prince's cell so that they would be together. If things are going as expected, that stubborn fatty is probably grumbling and complaining together with that Fourth Prince of his."


With these last words, Xu Qiqin's smile finally dissolved into a fit of giggling.

______________
1. The Mamelukes appear much earlier in this universe than in actual history. While the events are set in the eighth century, with the current year being 751/752, the practice of Abbasid Caliphs buying slaves to serve as soldiers arose in the ninth century, though these were apparently called Ghilman, not Mamelukes.↩
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"What?"


Wang Chong was stunned, barely able to believe his ears. Hulayeg's actions were simply mind-blowing, and not even Wang Chong had ever imagined that he would employ this sort of strategy.


"But will this strategy really be effective?"


Hulayeg's home had been raided by a party personally led by that Fourth Prince, and previous to the battle at Qixi Armory, this Fourth Prince had followed the Black Wolf Yabgu for a long period of time, listening to and carrying out his orders every day, so he definitely would not have a good impression of Hulayeg. In normal circumstances, it would be quite decent if he didn't lunge at Hulayeg and bite off a piece of the traitor's flesh. It would be almost impossible for Hulayeg to alter the prince's impressions of him.


"Why else would he have himself injured? Xu Keyi really did beat him, making no efforts to spare him any pain. And while Hulayeg was lying on the ground, his face pale from the pain and his forehead caked with sweat, he was still insisting that Xu Keyi should beat him a little harder. I have to admit that this Turkic horse merchant has some ability. The Turkic Fourth Prince has been imprisoned together with him for a few days, listening every day to him harp on about how he's just a simple merchant who, for the sake of saving him, ended up getting savagely beaten. And that Fourth Prince actually believed him," Xu Qiqin said, her hands covering the smile on her mouth.


"Oh? If that really is the case, then this fellow is truly astounding! It seems like he's putting everything on the line to get back to the Turkic steppe."


Wang Chong was gradually infected by Xu Qiqin's melodious laughter, a smile slowly appearing in his eyes.


"Forget it. I'll just let him continue doing what he wants!"


……


Meanwhile, on the distant Mount Sanmi, from the tent of the Western Turkic Khagan came a furious bellow that echoed through the heavens.


"What? They've refused us again! Proposing such impossible conditions, do they really think we Western Turks will agree?"


Within the massive golden tent, Ishbara Khagan was pacing back and forth like an enraged lion, all of Mount Sanmi trembling at his roars.


"Khagan, we've already asked to negotiate three times, but they've stubbornly insisted on five hundred thousand of the best Turkic warhorses and nothing else. They've even said that if we don't agree, they'll send the Fourth Prince's corpse to Mount Sanmi."


A scout was kneeling in the tent, trembling in fear, his head almost buried in the ground. He didn't even dare to risk a glance upward.


"Bastard! Then let them send the Fourth Prince's corpse! Tell them that five hundred thousand of the best Turkic warhorses is simply out of the question!"


Ishbara Khagan was fuming with rage, his incensed voice like peals of thunder over the skies of Mount Sanmi. Everyone who heard it shivered, their hearts thumping in fear. The kneeling scout pressed himself even lower against the ground, not daring to utter a word.


"Why haven't you gone!"


Ishbara Khagan viciously glared.


"Yes!"


The scout shuddered and immediately got up and left. But he had only reached the entrance of the tent when, boom! Black energy suddenly rushed in, and a black curtain suddenly dropped down from the skies, shrouding the entire tent. The scout was so caught off guard that he thumped against this black barrier of energy and almost ended up falling to the ground.


"Paying respects to the Venerable Priest!"


Despite the suddenness of it all, the scout not only immediately got back up, but flung himself back on the ground in prostration, his head pressing against the ground in panic. Even the enraged Ishbara Khagan took in a deep breath when he saw the black curtain descend, his anger cooling.


The entire tent fell quiet.


Ishbara Khagan glanced outside and suddenly called out, "Blackwater Shaman!"


"Khagan, quell your anger. The decisions regarding the Fourth Prince must be made after long consideration and cannot be guided by emotion."


Light and shadow began to twist and flicker at the entrance, and as an old and hoarse voice spoke, a hunched figure only around five feet tall walked in. He wore a black robe that reached the ground and gripped a black bone cane topped by a skull. With this black-robed man as the center, the shadows in the tent began to shift, forming countless savage beasts that seemed to surge out of the man.


In addition to that, a strange odor began to fill the golden tent, pungent to the extreme. It seemed like the scent of a bear, and also like that of a leopard or tiger. In brief, it was like a throng of beasts had entered the tent.


Only very special existences in the Western Turkic Khaganate could give off this sort of feeling and enter Ishbara Khagan's tent whenever they pleased: the shaman priests.


No one knew the origin of the shaman priests, only that when the Turkic people first emerged, the shaman priests already had a long history on the Turkic steppe and possessed an extremely revered status. The legends said that the shaman priests could communicate with all animals and even with the gods above. They knew the past and could see into the future. Their bodies were shrouded in mystifying fogs that concealed infinite secrets.


Besides that, all shaman priests wielded an enigmatic and inexplicable strength. This strength was not a martial art, but it was even more terrifying and mysterious. The people of the steppe called it sorcery.


The famous legend regarding the shaman priests originated more than one thousand years ago, when the Central Plains was governed by that most formidable Emperor Wu of Han. Cavalry from the Central Plains swept over the desert and steppe, time and time again pushing back the elite Turkic cavalry. In that age, the Turkic steppe was covered with corpses and irrigated by blood. In the most prosperous and most powerful period of the Turkic empire, it encountered the toughest sovereign of the Central Plains in a thousand years. After repeated wars, the Turkic empire rapidly waned to become unimaginably weak.


Such an event was unprecedented on the steppe.


And when that Emperor Wu of Han was ready to send one last expedition to the north to finally exterminate the threat of the Turks once and for all, everyone on the steppe was trembling in fear at the coming calamity. It was at that moment that the strongest shaman priest led the several hundred shaman priests of the steppe to cast a sorcery on a road the army of the Central Plains needed to take to reach the steppe. The shaman priests clashed with the arts practitioners of the Central Plains and inflicted grievous casualties and vile diseases on this most powerful army.


Although the shaman priests also suffered terrible losses, with only a tiny number surviving, they succeeded in breaking this supreme cavalry army and saving the Turkic people from disaster. Afterwards, all the Turkic Khagans treated the shaman priests with great respect, with the most respected being the shamans that sprung from the branch of the shaman leader.


The Blackwater Shaman was precisely a member of this illustrious branch!


"Although five hundred thousand warhorses are precious, the worth of the Fourth Prince truly is comparable. He is tied to the destiny and future of our Western Turkic Khaganate. You know this, Khagan. You have seen the prophecies."


The Blackwater Shaman slowly ambled forward, taking a step, pausing, and then taking another step…


Ishbara Khagan seemed to calm down at the word 'prophecies', but he quickly turned angry again. "But you can't even find five hundred thousand of the best Turkic warhorses in the entire Western Turkic Khaganate! It's just not a request that can be fulfilled!"


The Turks were people that lived on horseback, and so what they had the most of was naturally horses. But those horses were differentiated by quality. They had as many ordinary warhorses as one could want, several million warhorses of good quality, but five hundred thousand of the best and rarest quality of warhorse? The entire Western Turkic Khaganate probably didn't have that many, and would they really give them to a Han? Would this not be supporting the enemy?


After all, the Western Turkic Khaganate and the Great Tang Empire were still enemies at war. He could not agree to this condition.


"Five hundred thousand of the best Turkic warhorses is naturally impossible, but we cannot not negotiate with the City of Steel, and we cannot not save the Fourth Prince. Those five hundred thousand warhorses are just a negotiation trick to get the best price from us. If they didn't want to negotiate, the Fourth Prince would already be dead, and they would not have wasted so much time refusing Khagan's entreaties. For the future of the Western Turkic Khaganate, Khagan, you must be calm."


The Blackwater Shaman continued to speak as he slowly moved forward. A roiling black fog covered his face, serving as a veil that concealed his true appearance.


Ishbara Khagan's face froze, and he was instantly speechless.


Ishbara Khagan did not dote on the Fourth Prince for no reason. A terrible danger threatened the steppe, one that was more frightening and dreadful than any other peril in history, and the first to experience this dread had been the shaman priests of the steppe. They could hear the voices of the gods and knew the mysteries of past and future. This power had been proved countless times already.


The steppe would one day be destroyed, and this day was not very far in the future!


This was a prophecy Ishbara Khagan had heard when he was just a child.


Very few people on the entire steppe knew this secret, and Ishbara Khagan only knew of it because he was a member of the imperial clan. From that moment onward, he had been plagued by a deep concern, until the day the Fourth Prince was born. 'This child is the hope of the entire Turkic steppe.' 'His existence is tied to the future of all peoples.' 'When the moment comes, he will awaken to his mission and lead the Turkic people in escaping that dreadful disaster.' The shaman priests' predictions regarding that child were deeply branded in Ishbara Khagan's mind.


It was these predictions that made him so deeply cherish the Fourth Prince. Based on what the shaman priests had said, his worth was immeasurable.


"Must I truly be threatened by a teenager who is still wet behind the ears?"


Ishbara Khagan groaned, his heart filled with unwillingness. The resplendent sovereign of the steppe, Ishbara Khagan's name echoed throughout all the countries of the world, and even the Protector-Generals and Great Generals of the Central Plains had to treat him cautiously. But now, some teenager in that City of Steel was demanding an absurd ransom from him and issuing brazen threats. How could someone of Ishbara Khagan's status accept this?
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"Khagan, hold on for a little longer. Say that we'll give them one hundred thousand warhorses and see if they agree. If they persist with the demand for five hundred thousand, then we will discuss this again," the Blackwater Shaman said.


"Priest, I will do this for you, but this will be the last time!"


Ishbara Khagan was boiling with rage, but he could only clamp it down.


"Mm. Let us dispatch the emissary. If they truly won't let go, Khagan will still have time to adopt another plan."


The Blackwater Shaman nodded.


Ishbara Khagan angrily huffed, but he said nothing more.


"In addition, I have a request that I hope Khagan can fulfill," the Blackwater Shaman continued.


"Oh? And what is that?" Ishbara Khagan said in surprise. He had originally believed that the Blackwater Shaman had appeared only to discuss the matter of the Fourth Prince, but it now appeared that this was not the case.


"That youth in Wushang's City of Steel who captured the Fourth Prince—I would like to meet him… When Khagan dispatches the emissaries this time, I would like one of my attendants to accompany the mission."


These last words were spoken in a mysterious and profound tone.


Ishbara Khagan's body shivered as if suddenly understanding something. He stared at the nearby Blackwater Shaman, unable to conceal the shock on his face.


……


"Ayow! It really hurts!"


In the underground prison cell of the City of Steel, Hulayeg's cries of pain echoed across the walls. He was lying on the ground, his bare and plump back gruesomely lacerated, and in some places, one could even see bone.


"Hulayeg, I was wrong about you. I didn't think that they would beat you like this. Relax. If I can get back, I will return all your property to you."


A remorseful voice echoed within the room. The Turkic Fourth Prince was sitting next to Hulayeg, his eyes brimming with reluctance as he examined the numerous wounds.


"Your Highness, there's no need to blame yourself. It is my honor to be of service. I don't believe that these bastards of the City of Steel would be so treacherous as to actually dare to kill me. Your Highness, be at ease. Even if this Hulayeg must put his life on the line, he will definitely get you out of here."


Hulayeg clenched his teeth and squeezed out these words, but then the pain from his wounds came surging back, and he couldn't help but yelp.


The Fourth Prince felt even more remorseful at this sight.


"Wang Chong, you and your despicable and faithless subordinates, I won't let you go for this! Fourth Prince! If any of them dare to touch a hair on your head, I, Hulayeg, will never let them go, even if I have to come back as a ghost!"


Hulayeg bellowed and cursed.


"Hulayeg, don't be like this. They really might beat you to death." The Fourth Prince was both moved and reluctant. "Just look at the wounds on your body. You can't take any more beatings. If they come and find you again, endure it and lower your head, admit that you were wrong. If you're able to leave, you can find my imperial father and have him come save me. That would be much better than the both of us dying here."


The Fourth Prince had no idea that in a certain place outside the cell, a group of people were on the verge of breaking into laughter.


"But the Khagan will not believe me," Hulayeg said.


"It's fine. Take this and he'll believe you."


The Fourth Prince paused a moment before clenching his teeth and finally removing a black token carved from bone from the hiding place in his clothes.


"This is my princely token. As long as you take this token to see my imperial father, he'll definitely believe you."


"This… Your Highness, rest at ease. If I have a chance to leave, I will definitely save you. This Hulayeg's word is his bond. Even if I must die, I will ensure Your Highness's safety."


Hulayeg appeared to undergo a mental struggle before finally gritting his teeth and taking the token.


Clangclangclang!


At this moment, a metal clattering could be heard outside the cell.


"Hulayeg, you Turkic pig who doesn't know good from bad, Lord Marquis, in his kindness, has chosen to release you, but you insist on sticking together with this Fourth Prince. This is your last chance. If you continue to act rudely before Lord Marquis, you and this Fourth Prince will die together in this place!"


An icy voice came from outside as the door to the cell was opened. Several fully-armored guards stalked in. After giving a single glance, they immediately picked up Hulayeg, two to a side, and carried him away like he was a slaughtered pig. Behind them, the door banged shut once more.


"Hulayeg, don't worry about me. Quickly admit your wrongs. First take care of yourself. Don't make enemies of them anymore…"


In the distance, the Turkic Fourth Prince had crawled up to the cell door and was worriedly shouting.


"Hahaha…"


"Hulayeg, you're quite the performer. Look at that—the Fourth Prince is even crying."


"'Don't worry about me, quickly admit your wrongs', hahaha… did all of you see what that Fourth Prince looked like while saying that?"


"Hulayeg, you bastard, if that Fourth Prince knew the truth, he would probably flog off your flesh and eat you alive."


Once they left the hearing range of the Fourth Prince's cell, the soldiers couldn't help but break into laughter. All of these guards were very familiar with Hulayeg, accompanying him as he entered and exited, and they were not afraid to crack a few jokes.


"Heheh, this isn't anything. A person with small limits is no gentleman, and a man without a little viciousness in their blood can never be great. Isn't that a saying of you Han? As long as I can regain my property, what does a minor matter like this count as? And once this Fourth Prince returns, I will rise to glorious heights and invite you all to a feast, and then what will today's events count as?"


Hulayeg took a silk robe from a guard and put it on as he carelessly replied.


"Hulayeg, you truly are a shameless and lowly man," the guards all teased.


"Thank you for your praise."


Hulayeg chuckled.


"Oh, by the way, where is Lord Marquis?"


"Still in his residence. Do you need to see Lord Marquis?" a guard said with a smile, patting Hulayeg on the shoulder.


"There's no need for that. Just give this letter to Lord Marquis."


Hulayeg gave a mysterious smile as he took out a letter. This done, Hulayeg walked out of the prison alone as the flabbergasted guards looked on. He did not return to his usual residence, nor did he head toward Wang Chong's residence. Instead, he made a circle, stopping beneath a transplanted plum blossom tree, where he mounted an excellent Turkic warhorse and rode out of the city.


Moments after he left, a scout barged into Wang Chong's residence. "Lord Marquis, Hulayeg just mounted a horse and left the City of Steel!" The City of Steel was still not fully open to outsiders, so every person who entered and exited was closely watched.


"Oh?"


Wang Chong was sitting at a sandalwood table. When he heard this news, his brows arched in surprise.


A few moments later, a guard of the City of Steel strode in.


"Reporting! Before leaving, Hulayeg left a letter that he said should be given to Lord Marquis."


Although surprised at the start, Wang Chong quickly began to understand.


"Bring it here!"


Wang Chong waved his hand and took the letter. Glancing through it, he immediately began to smile, a knowing look on his face.


"I understand. You're dismissed. There's no need for any of you to worry about this matter any longer."


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


The two quickly assented and left.


"Hulayeg, it's all up to your performance now."


Wang Chong turned to look out the window, a smirk on his lips. But in the blink of an eye, the smile was gone, and Wang Chong quickly took up an intelligence report. This report did not concern Talas, but Qixi.


……


Gallop!


A warhorse kicked up a long trail of dust over the vast Turkic steppe. A slightly plump figure riding a Turkic warhorse had left Wushang and begun galloping to the northwest. After some time, he finally arrived before a massive mountain range, soaring into the clouds.


"I've finally arrived!"


As he saw the enormous Mount Sanmi and the thousands of Turkic elite cavalry and wolf packs patrolling around it, a joyful smile appeared on Hulayeg's face. Whether he could stage a comeback and reforge his glorious life would rely on his performance here.


"Hahaha, the tent of the Khagan, I've come!"


Hulayeg's eyes glowed as he urged his horse to gallop to the summit.


"Who goes there? Stop!"


"Don't attack! I'm on your side. I have news of the Khagan's Fourth Prince. I know how to save him! Let me in!"


Hollering and yelling the entire way, Hulayeg made his way through the defenses of Mount Sanmi, galloping all the way to the tent of Ishbara Khagan of the Western Turks.


……


"Hey!"


"Ha!"


Time slowly passed, with everything proceeding according to the plans Wang Chong had set out. Within the City of Steel, the sounds of soldiers drilling along with the thundering of hooves resounded through the air. As the first rays of the morning sun fell upon the training ground, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry were shifting through various formations, gathering and scattering with extreme proficiency, their dreadful killing intent soaring into the heavens.


"Not bad! It's about ready!"


Looking at all this through the window, Wang Chong gave a satisfied nod. At the very start, people used to curiously surround the training ground to spectate as the Wushang Cavalry trained, but now, no one was standing around. Nobody dared to.


The Wushang Cavalry were getting stronger and stronger, growing more and more like that supreme cavalry force that had dominated the world.


"Bring out my armor!" Wang Chong suddenly said. "In addition, tell the soldiers to get ready to move out."


"Yes! Lord Marquis!"


A guard quickly left.


A few moments later, the earth trembled as Wang Chong and Li Siye led the five thousand Wushang Cavalry through the gates and onward to Qixi. Some time had passed since the Imperial Court had issued its decree, and Wang Chong had finally finished all the preparations to deal with Qixi.
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Gallop!


As Wang Chong led his forces out of the City of Steel, a horseman watching from the distance began to ride to the Qixi Protectorate in a panic.


"It's bad! Inform General that Wang Chong has led his army out of Wushang and is heading toward the Qixi Protectorate!" the horsemen yelled as he galloped.


Creee! An eagle soared into the sky as the Hu horseman called out, and swiftly flew to the northwest. At the end of its journey, it folded its wings and landed in the main hall of the Qixi Protectorate.


"What?! That Wang Chong is coming!"


The news brought back by the eagle was like a boulder crashing into the hall, immediately making waves in the bustling Qixi Protectorate.


"Bastard! He harmed Protector-General and he still dares to come? Does he really think that we're afraid of him?"


"Gather all our brothers in the protectorate headquarters. I'd like to see how he deals with all of us."


"Qixi Protector-General! Who cares if the Imperial Court decreed it? Without the nod from our brothers, he's nothing!"


"The heavens are high and the Emperor is far away! Not even the Imperial Court dares to deal with us. I'd like to see what tricks he has. Let's send him packing in the direction he came from!"


The hall was bursting with anger, with the news of Wang Chong's coming seeming to have provoked a beehive, all the Hu commanders on the verge of exploding. In the blink of an eye, countless figures surged out of the hall, and a few moments later, all the Hu soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army had been mobilized. Numbering in the thousands, they converged from all around to the Qixi Protectorate headquarters.


Creee!


Eagles shot into the air as all of Qixi was caught up in this unprecedented turmoil, the air fraught with tension.


On the road to Qixi, Zhang Que looked up and saw several black dots in the sky. "Lord Marquis, look over there! The surveillance eagles of the Qixi Protectorate army!" HIs words immediately attracted everyone else's attention.


"Lord Marquis, should we get rid of them?"


"There's no need."


Wang Chong glanced upward before grinning and waving his hand.


"Let them do what they want. Give them a good look and let them prepare. We can resolve all of this with just one go."


Wang Chong's voice was flat and emotionless, yet it exuded a supreme confidence. The matter of Qixi had been delayed long enough, and it was about time to get it done.


"Pass on my order! Quicken the pace!"


"Yes!"


Dust surged more than ten zhang into the air as the five thousand Wushang Cavalry picked up speed, still maintaining their neat and orderly ranks. On the other end, all the Hu cavalry of the Qixi Protectorate had assembled, organizing into neat rows and columns, a vast army gathered before the Qixi Protectorate headquarters. All of them were quiet, and the air was suffocating.


"How much farther?"


"Ten li!"


"Good! Get those things ready. Let's give him a big present! If he can't see our good intentions and still dares to come over, then we can't be blamed."


"Yes, General!"


Scout after scout galloped off.


……


A few moments later, a Wushang scout galloped back from the front and kneeled on the ground.


"Reporting! Lord Marquis, many barricades have been set up on the road!"


"Oh?"


Wang Chong's straight brows rose, and he peered into the distance. Several hundred meters away, hundreds of triangular stakes, each around three to four feet long, had been planted on the ground, blocking the road to the Qixi Protectorate. With Wang Chong's vision, he could even see that a large wooden pillar had been planted on the side of the road, several crude words in Han written upon it.


'Go back now!


'Forward is death!'


These six simple words were suffused with an intense murderous aura.


"These words… how ugly!"


Wang Chong smiled and quickly turned his head.


"Have some soldiers clear those barricades away!"


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


An officer quickly left to deliver the order.


The post of Qixi Protector-General had never been as lucrative as imagined. On the contrary, it was one fraught with challenges. Just the unruly Hu commanders and soldiers alone were enough to give one a major headache. Wang Chong hadn't even taken up the position, was still ten li away from the actual protectorate, and he was already being greeted by barricades. The attitude expressed here was loud and clear.


The average person, or even someone that wasn't Wang Chong, would find this a very difficult problem to deal with, and would do as those words said and step back. Unfortunately, these Hu were dealing with Wang Chong, and Wang Chong had never been a lord who was easy to dismiss. He was not prepared to deal with these resentful soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army using ordinary methods.


Rumble! A group of horsemen quickly split off, and in a few moments, they were raising up clouds of dust on the official road. It took them mere moments to clear the barricades and open up the path.


In cavalry battles, running into barricades or pits was commonplace. In the war of the southwest, Wang Chong had even used countless metal caltrops to obstruct the advance of the Tibetan cavalry up the mountain. As the commander of an outstanding cavalry force, Wang Chong had to consider this problem.


If the Wushang Cavalry could not even deal with this completely plausible situation, their reputation as the number one cavalry force in the world would be wasted.


Thus, when he first established this force, Wang Chong had specially trained a group of soldiers to deal with these obstructions.


After removing the barricades, the army encountered pits, caltrops, trip ropes… all sorts of obstacles appeared to obstruct their advance, but Wang Chong swiftly had them cleared away. To the current Wushang Cavalry, such things did not even count as threats. It didn't take long before Wang Chong had advanced to five li from the Qixi Protectorate.


This time, there were no more pits or other traps. On the spacious road was a single Hu soldier, fully armored, with hawkish eyes and a high nose. He stood before the five thousand Wushang Cavalry, apparently having waited for them for a long time.


The Hu soldier turned his cold gaze to Wang Chong and suddenly bellowed, "Wang Chong, General has ordered that you immediately withdraw your soldiers. Do not make harm for yourself! If you turn back now, it will not be too late. If you cross this line, we will no longer be polite!"


Swish! The Hu soldier suddenly dragged his sharp halberd across the ground, creating a sharp boundary line on the road.


"How bold!"


"Impudent! Is Lord Marquis's name something that you can say?"


The soldiers behind Wang Chong were incensed at this sight. Wang Chong was the Son of Heaven's disciple, the Young Marquis of the Great Tang, and the new Qixi Protector-General. Even Li Siye and the other officers would normally not dare to call Wang Chong directly by his name, and this Hu was just a trifling soldier. To directly refer to Wang Chong by name was brazen and presumptuous to the extreme.


But before any of them could do anything, a warhorse neighed and a bloody light flashed. Boom! The Hu soldier was stupefied as a massive sword cleaved him, his horse, and the earth below him into two.


The remnants of the Sword Qi continued to tear through the earth, leaving a fissure more than ten zhang long!


"The low offending a superior! Thus is the punishment for treating Lord Marquis without proper courtesy!"


Li Siye's eyes were frigid as his cold voice thundered over the heavens, traveling for several li. Even the soldiers in front of the Qixi Protectorate headquarters could hear his voice, and instantly paled. In the light of the morning sun, Li Siye's figure loomed like a majestic mountain, the sight deeply branded in everyone's mind.


"Bastard!"


All the soldiers in front of the Qixi Protectorate headquarters had nasty grimaces.


"Advance!"


Wang Chong gave a faint smile and swung his sword down. If the Hu of the Qixi Protectorate thought that these methods could be used to deal with him, they were barking up the wrong tree. Such methods would only succeed in their wildest dreams.


The army advanced, encountering no other resistance. A few moments later, Wang Chong finally arrived before the towering Qixi Protectorate headquarters and the thousands of Hu soldiers gathered before it!


The thousands of Hu were all equipped for battle and drawn up in formation, forming a massive chasm that obstructed Wang Chong's Wushang army from reaching the Qixi Protectorate. The army was silent, their invisible killing intent soaring into the sky. The fierce gazes of these Hu soldiers seemed to want nothing more than to tear Wang Chong's body into pieces.


The air was tense and grim. Wang Chong's five thousand Wushang Cavalry slowly came to a halt.


"Bastards! What are these scoundrels up to!"


The soldiers behind Wang Chong were all enraged by this display. The Sage Emperor had personally decreed that Wang Chong be made Qixi Protector-General, and yet these people had mustered soldiers to resist him. This was already a blatant rebellion.


"This is absurd! Are they really thinking about rebellion?"


Xu Keyi also appeared angry, and he urged his horse into a charge.


"Wait a moment."


Wang Chong extended a palm and called for Xu Keyi to stop.


"Come back. Let's see what they want to do."


Wang Chong seemed to not care about all this, and wore an indifferent expression on his face. He had long ago predicted this sight. He had been the one to remove Fumeng Lingcha, and the Hu on the border had never had a good impression of him. It would have been stranger if he had been able to smoothly enter the Qixi Protectorate to assume the post.


"The Feast at Hong Gate1—interesting!"




Wang Chong trotted his horse forward with a faint smile on his face as he confronted the vast Hu army.


He had no intentions of returning to the City of Steel. No matter how many Hu showed up, he would make them yield, whether they wanted it or not!


"Wang Chong!"


Suddenly, a stentorian voice boomed out from the rear of the army, carrying that trilling tone unique to the Hu.


"You're quite bold. After harming our Protector-General, you still have the face to appear before us! Do you really think that we don't dare to kill you? I will give you one chance. Retreating right now won't be too late!"


As this cold and stubborn voice thundered, the Hu army slowly split apart, allowing twenty to thirty Hu commanders in clattering armor to stride out, killing intent seething from their bodies. Leading this group was a muscular Hu, his eyes vicious and sharp, bursting with endless ambition. The thousands of Hu soldiers around him fused their energy with his own, making him appear like a giant.


Gudu Li!


The leader of the Hu generals of the Qixi Protectorate and Wang Chong's greatest opposition in his effort to assume the post of Qixi Protector-General.

______________
1. The Feast at Hong Gate was an event that occurred in the period between the Qin and Han Dynasty. In this period, Xiang Yu, who was the leading contender for the throne, had heard that Liu Bang, the eventual founder of the Han Dynasty, was planning to crown himself king and was enraged. He invited Liu Bang to a feast, during which his advisor Fan Zeng signaled multiple times that he should kill Liu Bang. Xiang Yu was hesitant, however, and Liu Bang was eventually able to make his escape.↩
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Silence reigned throughout the world; neither the thousands upon thousands of Hu soldiers nor the five thousand Wushang Cavalry said a word. The tension between the two armies was growing tighter and tighter. Li Siye, Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan and the others all had furious expressions, but not even they said anything.


Everyone's eyes were focused in one direction, on one man.


"Gudu Li."


The clopping of hooves sounded between the two armies as Wang Chong slowly trotted his horse forward, a smile on his face. He scanned the group of Hu generals fifty zhang away, an inquisitive look in his eyes.


"Defying military orders, going against a divine decree—you should know what that will result in. Disperse the army, put down your weapons, kneel down, and beg for forgiveness, and perhaps I can spare your life. Otherwise… Death! For! Defiance!"


Gudu Li said nothing, but the other Hu generals immediately broke into furious curses.


"Bastard!"


"Impudent!"


"Immature brat, who do you think you are! It isn't your place to speak such words here!"


Gudu Li couldn't help but give a smug grin at all this. In this period of time, he had taken full control over the Qixi Protectorate. Without his order, even if Wang Chong had the Sage Emperor's decree and sat upon the throne of Qixi Protector-General, he would still not be able to do anything.


"Enough!"


Gudu Li extended an arm to halt his subordinates. He slightly raised his head and squinted at Wang Chong.


"Brat, you're too arrogant. You haven't even sat on the seat of Qixi Protector-General and are already starting to give orders! Let me tell you, only one person's words matter here in this land of Qixi. In the past, it was Lord Fumeng Lingcha. You pulled Lord Fumeng Lingcha off his horse, but there are others who can replace him. But no matter who that person is, one thing is for certain: that person will be a Hu. And you! Even if you have the divine decree from the Imperial Court, it's still! Useless!"


With these last two words, Gudu Li made a gesture.


Roooar!


In an instant, Gudu Li's twenty thousand men gave a furious roar that echoed across the heavens. Birds fled in alarm, and the entire world seemed to tremble. Buzz! Xu Keyi, Su Shixuan, Cheng Sanyuan, Zhang Que and the others all couldn't help but pale in shock.


From this unanimous roar, it was clear that the twenty thousand Hu soldiers had been forged into a single whole, a force that would make it very difficult for Wang Chong if he wanted to take the seat of Qixi Protector-General.


Gudu Li's control over these Hu soldiers was much stronger than they had imagined.


"Lord Marquis, do we need to strike?"


Only Li Siye remained calm and composed, his eyes free of any emotion.


"No rush."


Wang Chong chuckled and stopped Li Siye. It didn't matter what ideas Gudu Li had, and showing off this sort of move was truly meaningless against Wang Chong. In no rush, Wang Chong turned to the Hu generals behind Gudu Li.


"Gudu Li is guilty of the unforgivable crime of plotting rebellion. What of all of you? Do you want to join him?"


Buzz!


The Hu generals all felt stifled as Wang Chong's eyes swept over them. A person's reputation was like a tree's shadow. Although Wang Chong was still young, his reputation in the Western Regions was as high as the noon sun. At the battle of the triangular gap, he had even managed to kill tens of thousands of Tibetans, including Dayan Mangban, and even made a Great General like Dusong Mangpoje flee in defeat.


The death of the Black Wolf Yabgu had pushed Wang Chong's reputation to even greater heights.


In Qixi, Wang Chong's reputation was no different from that of the god of death. Although they might have all said that they were not afraid, the truth was anything but. But when they looked at Gudu Li, the resolve in their eyes slowly hardened.


"Foul brat, don't try and sow discord. When did we say anything about rebellion?"


"I advise you to quickly leave. The seat of Qixi Protector-General isn't that easy to sit upon!"


"It looks to me like you're the one plotting rebellion! If you don't leave soon, we might have to get a little callous!"


The generals angrily glared at Wang Chong, none of them showing any signs of backing down.


"Hahaha, see? All your efforts are in vain!"


Gudu Li looked at Wang Chong with a smug and arrogant look on his face.


"I will count to six! If you haven't retreated by then, I will immediately give the order to attack. When the time comes, you will have yourself to blame for the results!"


The primary fighting force of the Qixi Protectorate was the Hu. If the Qixi Protectorate army experienced severe casualties after he gave the order to attack, Wang Chong might end up being dismissed from the post right after being appointed. If Wang Chong did not counter, then his own soldiers would experience many casualties and he would be bound to lose this battle.


Anyone who did not have the approval of the Hu commanders would only have the appearance of a tiger, but would otherwise have no power. This was the greatest source of Gudu Li's confidence.


"One!"


Gudu Li raised a finger, a self-satisfied smile on his face.


"Two!"


"Three!"


Gudu Li raised finger after finger, speaking each number with brimming self-confidence that his victory over Wang Chong was certain. Who cared if he was the Young Marquis? Who cared if he was the Son of Heaven's disciple? In the Qixi Protectorate, only Gudu Li's words mattered.


"There's no need for all that."


Wang Chong slowly trotted his horse forward, a smirk on his face.


"I can answer you right now. Gudu Li, you are already dead!"


The word 'dead' was like thunder booming in everyone’s ears, and Gudu Li instantly paled, a stifling feeling suddenly weighing down on his heart. But the most terrifying thing of all was what happened next. Up until now, Wang Chong had always had a faint smile on his lips, but at this moment, his expression turned incomparably cold and callous. At the same time, he raised his right hand and then fiercely swung it down.


"Attack!"


That icy voice rang in everyone's ears, followed by the neighing of horses. The five thousand unmoving and restrained Wushang Cavalry suddenly exploded with a storm of energy. In that moment, the world itself seemed to be tearing apart!


This bastard! He would dare!


Gudu Li was ghastly pale as this thought flitted through his mind. If the twenty thousand Hu cavalry of Qixi suffered grievous losses due to internal strife, Wang Chong would probably not even last the night as Qixi Protector-General. The order would almost immediately be given for his demotion and imprisonment. It was precisely because Gudu Li knew this that he dared to so brazenly defy the Imperial Court.


But he had never expected that Wang Chong would be even more brazen. He didn't even need to think to give the order to attack.


With his greatest source of confidence lost, Gudu Li would be no different from anyone else. He equally felt panic and unease.


Bastard! You will regret this!


As this thought flashed through Gudu Li's mind, he immediately issued the only order he could possibly give.


"Attack!"


Rumble! The neighing of warhorses filled the air as sabers, swords, and halberds were aimed at the opposing Wushang Cavalry. But these well-disciplined Qixi cavalry famed throughout the Western Regions were facing the most terrifying opponent they had ever faced. Clangclangclang! A dazzling halo emerged from beneath the hooves of the leading Wushang cavalryman, followed by a second, and a third. With astonishing speed, all five thousand Wushang Cavalry had unleashed their halos.


"Charge!"


The cavalry surged forward. By the time the twenty thousand Qixi cavalry had aimed their weapons, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry had closed the gap to thirty-some zhang.


So fast!


Gudu Li and his Hu generals immediately began to panic. They knew that the Wushang Cavalry of the City of Steel were extremely formidable, elites amongst elites, but none of them had been at the battle of the triangular gap. None of them knew that there existed such a terrifying force of cavalry in this world that could reach charging speed in less than a second!


While the twenty thousand Qixi cavalry were still at zero, the Wushang Cavalry were rapidly accelerating. Amidst these dazzling halos, the Wushang Cavalry seemed like a divine weapon that had descended from the heavens.


Rumble!


Time seemed to stop, and then there was a massive explosion as the Wushang Cavalry stabbed into the Qixi army like a sharp knife. Neeeigh! The Qixi soldiers immediately fell into chaos as they and their horses were flung into the air like they were made of paper.


Not a single one of the Qixi cavalry were able to take a single blow!


"Bastard, kill him! Kill them all!"


Gudu Li's furious voice rang out over the army, and he was grinding his teeth so hard that they were on the verge of breaking. Wang Chong and his five thousand Wushang Cavalry were too crazy and too arrogant. The regulations of the court and the laws of the army seemed to have no power over them. These bastards were even more arrogant and domineering than he was.


"Kill then! Kill as many as you want! You madman, I'd like to see how you handle the aftermath!"


The other Hu generals at Gudu Li's side were also anxious, issuing order after order, causing the thousands of Qixi cavalry to charge in from all sides. But none of them were able to halt the advance of the Wushang Cavalry. Rumble! The Wushang Cavalry charged straight through like they were smashing through weeds. In a few seconds, they had completely rammed through the totality of Gudu Li's army.


But in the midst of this fierce battle, even Gudu Li failed to notice that despite the chaos as the Qixi cavalry were cut down like wheat, the majority of them were only heavily injured, with the number of actual deaths being extremely limited.


And if one looked even more carefully, one would see that a faint and flickering light had wrapped around all the Wushang Cavalry. It was not the Wushang Cavalry that had knocked the Qixi cavalry away, but this unique shroud of light.


The Impregnable Fortress Formation!


This was the greatest defensive formation of the Ten Great Battle Formations from the era of calamity, and a formation that Wang Chong had specially prepared for Gudu Li. This formation was ranked much higher than the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation, but it was much more difficult and time-consuming to train in, and it required several objects to work with it. However, Wang Chong didn't need his forces to attain the highest level in the Impregnable Fortress Formation to deal with Gudu Li and his Hu rebels. With the strength of the Wushang Cavalry, just the most basic level would be more than enough.
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Bangbangbang! Countless sabers, swords, and halberds came in from all sides, but they were either knocked away by the white layer of light over the Wushang Cavalry or dodged. Some of the Wushang Cavalry even reached out and pulled their opponents right off their horses.


In terms of skill on horseback, there was almost no one who could surpass the Wushang Cavalry.


Rumble!


There was an earthshaking boom as the orderly army that Gudu Li had gathered was broken through, not even lasting four seconds. Fumeng Lingcha had put these Qixi cavalry through the most rigorous training and tempered them in the flames of battle.


In the view of Gudu Li and the other Hu generals, these twenty thousand cavalry were the strongest steel wall of Qixi, more than enough to deal with Wang Chong.


But none of them had expected to see that rather than steel, this wall was apparently made of paper, instantly torn through by Wang Chong's five thousand men! Through absolute strength, Wang Chong had utterly crushed the thousands of Qixi cavalry.


Neigh!


All was in turmoil, with screams and neighs filling the air, the stark difference in strength causing all twenty thousand soldiers of the Qixi army to panic.


"Damn it!!"


"Get out of the way! Those Han bastards are charging over!"


"How could this be! Ah! It's too frightening! Get out of the way!"


The five thousand Wushang Cavalry were absolute victors, delivering a massive shock that bored into the souls of all the Qixi soldiers. For the first time, this Hu army that believed itself to be invincible in Qixi experienced an earthquake of a blow!


Their rout was as swift as a landslide!


With just a single charge, Wang Chong's men had punched through the center of Gudu Li's army, causing it to fall to pieces.


"Damndamndamn!"


Gudu Li's eyes had turned red at this sight.


"Don't be afraid! Kill them! Charge together, get up there, kill them all…"


Gudu Li shouted with all his might, his entire body in panic. In Qixi, the strongest people were the Hu soldiers. They had defeated the Tibetans and the Western Turks. These were true soldiers of steel, veterans of one hundred battles!


Gudu Li didn't believe that a mighty army like this could be so easily defeated.


He was still struggling at death's edge, still attempting to rally the army and use his advantage in numbers to crush Wang Chong and the Wushang Cavalry. But at this moment, amidst the din of battle, Gudu Li suddenly heard the galloping of a horse.


A powerful energy was surging toward him like a wave, sweeping through his army. With no warning whatsoever, he suddenly felt an intense danger.


His heart shivered, and he immediately pulled out his sword. But Gudu Li's reaction was still too slow. The moment he pulled out his sword, there was a cold flash of light, and a blood-red horse rose into the air, its giant of a rider slashing down with a sword larger than a man.


Even the sun in the sky seemed to dim as that massive sword exploded with a searing and dazzling light. With an unstoppable momentum that could shatter momentums, it crashed down upon Gudu Li.


Rumble!


There was a massive boom. Gudu Li only had enough time to gather all the Stellar Energy in his body into his sword and bring the sword up to block. And then, time seemed to stop and the sounds of battle seemed to fade away.


In this moment of stopped time, countless gazes gathered on Gudu Li, flabbergasted, confused, or incredulous.


In the center of the battlefield, the future Invincible Great General Li Siye sat upon his Ferghana steed, his expression cold and aloof, his massive Wootz Steel sword aimed downward. Kneeling beneath his sword was the leader of the Qixi rebels, Gudu Li. His hands were both raised, his sword held aloft, his entire body seemingly frozen in place.


Clang!


The first to shatter was that well-tempered sword in Gudu Li's hand, and then a line of blood began to travel down from his forehead, an invisible thread dividing his body into two. His eyes wide open in disbelief, Gudu Li fell apart, the halves of his body thudding to the left and the right.


Boom! Dust plumed into the air as a stream of Sword Qi shot out of the earth and into the sky, leaving behind a fissure six to seven zhang long behind Gudu Li's corpse.


The Sword Qi that Li Siye had sent into the earth had only just now exploded with its true strength.


"One who dares to gather troops for a mutiny is so punished!"


Sitting upon his horse, his sword pointed at Gudu Li's corpse, Li Siye exuded mighty waves of icy-cold killing intent, his grim and callous voice echoing over the Qixi Protectorate.


Bang!


At the start, with Gudu Li still maintaining morale, there had still been some Hu who had been willing to fight to the death, even though the Wushang Cavalry had punched completely through the army. But now, their leader had fallen, and the last thread of hope that the Hu cavalry had clung to was cut.


"Kneel and surrender. Or else, die!"


Wang Chong's voice rang in their ears, frigid and devoid of emotion.


Whoosh!


The Qixi cavalry immediately began to throw down their weapons and kneel trembling on the ground. The one or two at the start soon became a vast sea of kneeling soldiers. Gudu Li was dead, and these cavalry from the City of Steel were simply too powerful, not something that mere humans could fight against.


"What are you doing! Have you forgotten who harmed the Protector-General?"


"Bastards! He's a Han! Get up, everyone get up!"


Two Hu generals were both stunned and furious at this sight and immediately began to curse. But with two swift thrusts, both of these Hu generals found swords running through their bodies.


"Rebels and traitors, not even death can redeem your crimes."


Huang Botian stepped on the body of a Hu general, a scornful look on his face as he slowly pulled out his sword. Huang Botian was a native of Wushang Village and had a very simple mind. He had long ago found himself disgusted by the disobedience of this lot. If not for the fact that Wang Chong had not given the order, he would have disposed of them much earlier.


"Bastard!! Wang Chong, you're dead for sure! I don't believe that you would dare to kill all of us—" another Hu general bellowed, but before he could finish, a spear had stabbed through his throat and nailed him to the earth. Even in death, his eyes were still wide open in disbelief that he had been killed without a second thought.


This bastard! Is he not worried about the Imperial Court's investigation…


This was the last thought of his life.


With the deaths of these generals, the remaining generals began to flee, losing all resolve to fight against Wang Chong.


Only now did they realize that they had deeply underestimated this Han youth. His blows struck with the force of ten thousand jun, but vicious and decisive. Their confidence and tricks had been meaningless against him.


"Take another step and die!"


Wang Chong trotted his horse forward, a faint smile returned to his lips. His voice was neither loud nor soft, nor was there any hint of anger within it, but in the ears of those Hu generals, it was like a peal of thunder. Those fleeing Hu generals instantly came to a quivering halt, the blood draining from their faces.


Even though there was no one there to obstruct their path, their feet seemed to be nailed to the ground. A massive fear had seized them, stopping them from taking even half a step, and the last remnants of their courage were dashed to pieces.


Only the fiercest and most courageous of the Hu would dare to gather soldiers for a mutiny. These people were a fearless lot, but Wang Chong had managed to instill a deep fear within them. Although the Young Marquis of the City of Steel had the face of a seventeen-year-old, he was a most terrifying devil in their eyes.


Wang Chong's iron hand had utterly pulverized their resolve.


Gallop!


The horse hooves seemed to be thundering atop their hearts. All the Hu cavalry lowered their heads in fear, not even daring to look. If they had no impression of Wang Chong in the past, one could now be certain that Wang Chong now loomed as an invincible god in their hearts.


"Kneel!"


Wang Chong rode his horse through the battlefield as though he was taking a leisurely ride, his eyes scanning the battlefield. With this simple order, those Hu generals on the edge of the battlefield who had tried to flee immediately got down on their knees.


With the kneeling of these Hu commanders, the rebellion they had instigated also came to an end.


Wang Chong paused at Li Siye's side and ordered, "Li Siye, you take care of the rest!"


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


Li Siye nodded, and his body immediately exploded with a domineering aura that dealt a deep shock to the Hu commanders. Li Siye had a background in the army, and before he had begun to serve Wang Chong, he had already gained a great deal of experience in Beiting. Although he was still no good at administration, he had no problem reorganizing soldiers.


Wang Chong nodded and continued forward.


This battle had been resolved without his even needing to lift a finger. This was absolute power! At this stage, there were many things that no longer needed his personal interference. Li Siye, Huang Botian, Xu Keyi, and the others could settle it all.
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Li Siye, upon receiving the order, immediately began to reorganize the Qixi army. The army valued speed and decisiveness, and whether in the last life or this, the Invincible Great General had always conscientiously carried out his duty. Besides that, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry armed to the teeth had thoroughly cowed the Hu soldiers.


"Xu Keyi, see what the casualties amongst the Hu are," Wang Chong lightly ordered upon making a circuit of the battlefield.


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


Xu Keyi immediately left with the order. In terms of administration, Xu Keyi was undoubtedly an excellent worker. It took only a few moments for Xu Keyi to return.


"Milord, of the Qixi Protectorate army, four Hu generals were killed. The Hu cavalry suffered one hundred and fifty deaths. As for heavy injuries… eight thousand seven hundred, and countless people with light injuries!"


Xu Keyi's voice paused and became much faster as he reported the last number.


This battle had successfully defeated and subdued the rebel Hu of the Qixi Protectorate army, but the cost had been unavoidably large. Eight thousand seven hundred heavily injured… Xu Keyi snuck a glance at Wang Chong, a little concerned that this news would be extremely disadvantageous for Wang Chong once it reached the Imperial Court.


After all, the Qixi Protectorate army only had a few tens of thousands of soldiers in total!


"Just one hundred and fifty soldiers… that's good enough. Xu Keyi, prepare a memorial reporting this matter to the Imperial Court!"


To Xu Keyi's surprise, Wang Chong was quite relieved at this report, even giving a long sigh of relief. Wang Chong knew what Xu Keyi was thinking and shot him an indifferent smile.


"Relax—it'll be fine. Just do as I say!"


Wang Chong had grown up in clan of ministers and generals, so he knew a great deal about how the army worked. Although eight thousand seven hundred soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army had been heavily injured in this battle, a rather astonishing number, the Imperial Court would actually only care about the one hundred and fifty dead.


It would barely even pay attention to the heavily wounded!


In the military, 'heavily wounded' and 'dead' were two completely different concepts. The heavily wounded could recover once a certain amount of time had passed, but the dead could not be revived. One hundred and fifty dead to resolve the chaos of Qixi would leave both the Imperial Court and the Sage Emperor with nothing to complain about.


Wang Chong had planned this all out from the very beginning.


"Everyone else, follow me!"


Wang Chong waved an arm and led the rest of his subordinates to the Qixi Protectorate headquarters. The battle was over, so Wang Chong could put all his attention on that enormous structure.


I can finally get a good look…


In truth, he had passed the Qixi Protectorate many times, but the existence of Fumeng Lingcha had meant that he never dared to get close. The closest he had ever been to this massive building was the night of his battle with the Black Wolf Yabgu, but even then, Wang Chong had not been so close.


Wang Chong carefully inspected this massive edifice. It was more than ten zhang tall, the entire building constructed from bronze, refined iron, gold, silver, and Deep Sea Xuan Metal. While grandiose and gorgeous, it was also firm and steady. But Wang Chong's attention was more on the countless scars left by weapons on its surface as well as the scorch marks left by the flames of battle.


On this massive building, Wang Chong could see the deep marks of history, eroded by the long passage of time.


The Qixi Protectorate headquarters had not been built recently. In fact, one could trace it all the way back to the era of Emperor Taizong, many years ago. Fumeng Lingcha was also far from the first Qixi Protector-General. Generation after generation of border generals had presided over this place, each one leaving their own marks upon it.


After many years, the Qixi Protectorate finally welcomed another Han Protector-General.


"Su Shixuan, get the roster for the Qixi Protectorate. Inspect all the servants, maids, and laborers. Keep all those that pass muster and dismiss all those who can't. In addition…"


Wang Chong suddenly paused for a moment, a smile emerging on his lips.


"In addition, you can tell Xu Qiqin that she can come over."


With these words said, Wang Chong strode like a shooting star into the center of the hall. The floor of the Qixi Protectorate headquarters was also made of metal, and it felt cold beneath his feet, but Wang Chong could also sense something else. This was the first time since he had reincarnated that Wang Chong had stepped into the famous Qixi Protectorate of the western border.


Wang Chong could sense that the marks of authority had been deeply branded into every inch of this building.


The tens of thousands of soldiers of Qixi, the nearby Qixi Armory, and the vital road to the Western Regions were all controlled from this massive building.


This was the first time in his life that Wang Chong had stepped upon this peak of supreme authority.


Tap! Tap! Tap!


Wang Chong's pace was leisurely and unhurried, his footsteps echoing through the hall. As he passed through a pair of heavy metal doors, Wang Chong finally set his eyes upon the throne that was the condensation of this authority.


Boom!


As his subordinates looked on, Wang Chong stepped onto the raised platform, turned around, and seated himself upon this throne of supreme power. In that moment, all of Qixi seemed to tremble.


Very few people could sense that as Wang Chong seated himself upon this throne, the power structure of Qixi and the Western Regions shifted, and the course of history began to set off on a completely different path.


I've finally succeeded! Starting from now, I will be the one to protect this Great Tang!


As he rested his arms upon the throne and felt the great power that had precipitated upon it over the long course of history, thunder rumbled within his mind.


Qixi Protector-General, one of the greatest positions of authority in the Great Tang!


At this moment, only Wang Chong was aware that he had truly grasped the strength to change the fate of this empire!


In all of Qixi, Wang Chong no longer had any opponents!


……


Flap flap!


Several days after Wang Chong had taken complete control over Qixi, a carrier pigeon flew into the capital.


"Hahaha, Wang Chong, this king did not judge you wrongly. I didn't think that you would pacify Qixi so quickly!"


King Song laughed in relief upon receiving the letter.


King Song had overcome great opposition to recommend Wang Chong for Qixi Protector-General, and only he knew just how much pressure he had experienced. The court, the Sage Emperor, and even the general populace had been focused on him. Wang Chong's success or failure had not just concerned his own future prospects, but King Song's as well.


If King Song were found to have made the wrong recommendation and Wang Chong could not stabilize Qixi, his influence in the court would receive a massive blow, and even the Sage Emperor would no longer treat him with as much favor.


But to his surprise, not long after the Imperial Court issued its decree, Wang Chong had quickly resolved all the unstable factors in Qixi, and it was at the small price of only one hundred and fifty Hu soldiers.


The old butler bowed and said, "Your Highness! It seems that child has finished maturing. With him in Qixi, Your Highness has nothing to worry about. As expected, this child did not betray Your Highness's high hopes!"


He had also been there to watch as Wang Chong matured. He had never imagined that this youth of the capital who had needed his help to deal with King Sosurim would today become someone who could handle himself and replace Fumeng Lingcha to sit on the throne of one of the highest positions in the empire. At this moment, even the old butler felt a deep admiration.


"Write a letter for me to Wang Chong. Tell him that he can operate without worry in Qixi. If he needs anything, he can just tell me, and I will do all I can from the capital to assist him," King Song said. "That's right, I remember that Wang Chong submitted a memorial not too long ago asking for the City of Steel to be made a transfer point for soldiers. I will present it to the Sage Emperor. In addition, given the many battles Qixi has experienced lately, inform the Bureau of Military Personnel that Qixi should receive priority in terms of troop replenishment."


"Yes! Your Highness!"


……


Time slowly passed. With the slaying of Gudu Li, Wang Chong had smoothly assumed the seat of Qixi Protector-General, crushing all the opposition in his way. In addition, Li Siye had finished reorganizing all the Hu soldiers who had taken part in the rebellion, and everything was on the right track.


In the massive hall of the Qixi Protectorate had been placed a massive model with Talas at the center. Many small flags of various colors had been placed on the model. Wang Chong stood next to it, gripping a small red flag and looking pensive.


"Lord Marquis, the Hu of Qixi still won't submit!"


A voice suddenly came from behind him as Xu Keyi strode in. He was dressed in martial attire, and his brow was thick with worry.


"We defeated the Hu soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate, killed Gudu Li, and even had General Li reorganize them, but these Hu are still only loyal on the surface. Many disturbances have taken place over the last few nights. Although they're just small things like the killing of a horse, brawls, or a few rations being destroyed, this subordinate worries that these Hu won't be very useful. At some crucial battle, they might cause an even greater disturbance!"


"Heba Ye can't deal with them?" Wang Chong indifferently said, not even turning his head. His eyes were still focused on the model before him.


Heba Ye had rushed over right after the battle had ended. Unlike the other Hu generals, he had witnessed the battle at the triangular gap and was well aware of the monstrous power of Wang Chong's five thousand cavalry. When Gudu Li had been gathering the Hu generals to start a rebellion, Heba Ye had been the sole high-ranking Hu general to remain uninvolved.


And unlike the other Hu generals, the moment Heba Ye arrived, he had immediately acknowledged Wang Chong as his lord and respected the Imperial Court's decision. Wang Chong also knew that this Qixi commander in charge of the Tibetan border was completely different from Gudu Li, a dependable general who was loyal to the Great Tang. Thus, once the Hu army had been reorganized, Wang Chong had passed command over them to Heba Ye.


Heba Ye was also a Hu, and he had always had some prestige in the army. Having him take care of those rebel Hu was the best solution.
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"General Heba truly has managed to bring over a significant portion of the Hu soldiers, but there are still quite a few of them who continue to privately harbor grudges," Xu Keyi said in a low voice.


"Heh!"


Wang Chong gave a light chuckle as he casually placed the little red flag in his hands onto a plain near Talas, and then turned to Xu Keyi.


"It's probably for Fumeng Lingcha's sake."


"Yes!"


Xu Keyi lowered his head, his voice even softer. He had made a rather thorough investigation of the Hu rebellion and he knew that all the sticking points revolved around Wang Chong. Put more accurately, they revolved around Fumeng Lingcha. After operating in Qixi for so many years, Fumeng Lingcha had a prestige as high as the noon sun, and his roots had deeply burrowed into the heart of every Hu soldier.


This was what had driven Gudu Li's mutiny as well as the disturbances of these Hu soldiers. Heba Ye alone could not resolve this matter. Xu Keyi had truthfully wanted to bring up this matter with Wang Chong, but Wang Chong had managed to bring it up first.


"Xu Keyi, you're treating this matter too seriously. It's just a few minor disturbances. They don't have the great abilities you imagine them to have. In addition, I've already thought of a method to deal with those Hu soldiers who still privately hold grudges against me," Wang Chong indifferently said, a relaxed look on his face.


"Ah?"


Xu Keyi finally raised his head, unable to suppress the surprise in his eyes. This problem had vexed him for a long time, but he had still not been able to think of a solution. Killing them was bad, and not killing them did nothing. It was like a fishbone in his throat. But Wang Chong had apparently already thought of a way to handle it.


"Take this letter and send it to Beiting Protector-General An Sishun. I'm confident that he will happily take care of this problem for us."


As Xu Keyi watched on in disbelief, Wang Chong removed a prepared letter from his bosom.


"Milord…"


Xu Keyi's eyes turned sluggish, his expression bewildered as he struggled to understand Wang Chong's intentions. To have Beiting Protector-General An Sishun handle this problem and take these resentful Hu soldiers off their hands seemed a bit too much like wishful thinking.


"Will Lord An Sishun really be willing?" Xu Keyi anxiously said. If he remembered correctly, Wang Chong and the Beiting Protector-General had a very poor relationship, with Wang Chong even conflicting with him in that incident in the capital. Moreover, that individual in Beiting had also been strenuously opposed to Wang Chong's becoming Qixi Protector-General.


That Wang Chong would ask for his help was simply beyond the bounds of Xu Keyi's imagination.


"You don't need to worry about that. No matter what quarrels I've had in the past with the Beiting Protector-General, he will definitely agree to this request," Wang Chong unconcernedly said, his voice brimming with confidence.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Although he was still lost, Xu Keyi assented and left to deliver the letter.


……


Flap flap!


Several days later, a black bird of prey carrying Wang Chong's handwritten letter had finished crossing the steppe, traveling along the border of the Great Tang and the Western Turkic Khaganate to reach the illustrious center of Tang authority in the north, the Beiting Protectorate!


On this vast and boundless earth, a black colossus loomed. This was a massive war machine, playing host to an outer wall six to seven zhang tall, populated with all sorts of lookout posts, barracks, and towers, as well as an enormous hall made of metal. The thousands upon thousands of black-armored soldiers of the Beiting Protectorate could be seen amidst these lookout posts, barracks, and towers.


These people all had erect postures, like they had taken root in the earth. They exuded powerful auras as their eyes warily scanned the surroundings, ready at any time to enter battle.


In the Great Tang Empire, there was no one more vigilant than the warriors of the Beiting Protectorate. They needed to be ready at any moment to attack the Turkic army, which could be coming from any direction.


Whoosh!


A gust of wind blew by as the black bird flew through the main doors and landed in the gloomy hall. In the hall, a Hu of thirty-some years dressed in full armor was seated on a raised throne, the lines on his face hard and determined. He was holding a book bound in black, all his attention focused on reading it.


This middle-aged Hu appeared unaware that this black bird had entered his hall.


Beiting was a land scorched by the fires of war and embroiled in frequent battles, with the Beiting Protectorate itself being the center of most of these wars. It should have been a grim and somber place, but the presence of this thirty-some-year-old Hu made it so that the entire headquarters was suffused with an amiable and scholarly atmosphere. It could fool one into thinking that this was some estate in Jiangnan, not a fort on the chilly steppe.


Clang!


A cold light flashed in the hall as a stalwart figure strode forward, his sword unsheathing, its gleaming tip aimed at the black bird.


"Mm?"


This fierce general of Beiting with a scar on the left side of his face noticed something on the bird's legs, and his eyes widened, a strange expression appearing on his face. After thinking for a moment, the general allowed the bird to perch on his sword, then strode over to the middle-aged Hu engrossed in his reading, and bowed.


"Milord, there's a letter, but your subordinate does not dare to open it."


The scar-faced general spoke very softly, his eyes focused on the tips of his feet. Only one person would make him express such sincere respect: Beiting Protector-General An Sishun.


"Why wouldn't you dare to open it? Is there a letter that even you, the Beiting Vice Protector-General, do not dare to open?"


An Sishun grinned, but his head remained lowered. The book in his hand seemed to be the only thing that existed in his eyes.


The scar-faced Beiting Vice Protector-General lowered his head and replied, "Milord, I truly do not dare to open it, because the seal of Qixi was placed upon it."


An Sishun gave a careless smile as he flipped to the next page, but he quickly noticed that something was wrong, his thick brows slowly creasing. "Oh." His gaze finally began to look up from the book.


"Qixi?"


"Yes, Qixi," the Beiting Vice Protector-General respectfully said, knowing that his superior had already realized what was going on.


In these last few months, the Great Tang Empire had experienced a massive earthquake, with the power structure that had lasted for several decades undergoing a major transformation. A prince had been toppled, bringing with him many important officials, and a Protector-General had been imprisoned. Moreover, the Sage Emperor's rage had made all the Protector-Generals and Great Generals quiver in fear.


In the past, when Fumeng Lingcha still reigned in Qixi, An Sishun had ordered that the Qixi Protector-General could do as he wished without needing to ask permission. But right now, all the Protector-Generals and Great Generals of the empire knew that the land of Qixi had a new owner. His ascension had been as fierce as a storm and had been accompanied by the fall of an extremely senior Imperial Great General.


The current Qixi Protector-General was undoubtedly a special character in the minds of the other Protector-Generals and Great Generals. A newly appointed official, he was having his every move watched, but no one expected that his first action upon assuming his post would be to send a letter to the Beiting Protectorate.


If he remembered correctly, he was certainly not a good friend or ally of that Protector-General.


"Hand it over!"


An Sishun finally put down his book, a suspicious look in his eyes as he reached out his right hand. He was also puzzled, as there was no conceivable reason for this letter. Upon taking the letter from the black bird's leg and glancing through it, An Sishun immediately began to laugh, his brow unfurling.


"Interesting, very interesting! I didn't think that our new appointee would come asking for my help on his first day…"


"Ah?"


The Beiting Vice Protector-General trembled, clearly stunned by this revelation.


"Ask for help? Is Milord joking?"


If one examined the past conduct and actions of the newly-appointed Protector-General, one would find that this was an extremely tough and determined individual. Only someone this tough and unyielding would have been capable of unseating Fumeng Lingcha, but such an individual would never seek help from others, much less someone he had previous conflicts with.


Seeking help from a mortal foe was simply unheard of.


"Hahaha, I won't keep you in suspense. Take a look for yourself."


An Sishun fired Wang Chong's letter on a puff of wind into the hands of the scar-faced general. A mere glance at the contents was enough to leave the Vice Protector-General stupefied.


"I didn't think that he would so quickly pacify the Qixi Protectorate. He killed someone like Gudu Li without even thinking, and now he's asking for our help in taking in nearly ten thousand Hu soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate!"


"It's supposedly a request, but that's simply too much. This person has never even thought about asking for help," An Sishun indifferently said, flicking his fingernails as he slowly stood up from the throne. "He's just proposing a deal to us, and he's apparently certain that I will agree."


An Sishun smirked. This letter was truly very interesting, perhaps the most interesting letter he had received this year. It was a letter seeking help, but the writer adopted none of the appropriate attitude. What letter could be more interesting than that?


The Vice Protector-General squinted and said in a huff, "This brat is a little too conceited. Just what makes him think we'll agree? And besides, he's been acting far too brashly lately. Milord, why don't I just reject him? Let him hit a snag and learn a little lesson."


That Young Marquis of the Qixi Protectorate was certainly not a welcomed guest in Beiting. It was best to just flatly reject such a rude request for help!


"Reject?"


A thoughtful look appeared in An Sishun's eyes, but he smiled and shook his head.


"Why should we reject it?"


"Milord, you want to agree to this?!"


The scar-faced general froze, his face locked in disbelief. This answer was definitely not the one he had predicted. At this moment, even Ishbara Khagan of the Western Turks appearing in front of his face would have been less surprising.


"This brat is our enemy!"


It had to be said that the Protector-General's answer had dealt his heart a thunderous blow. He had never imagined that his Protector-General, who had always been an enemy of that youngest son of the Wang Clan, would actually reverse course and agree to help out.
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"You find it very difficult to understand?"


An Sishun grinned as he descended from his throne. His expression was relaxed, and he exuded an energetic and farsighted aura.


"There's no such thing as pure enemies, and no such thing as pure friends. Whether it was Fumeng Lingcha in the past or the Young Marquis in the present, whether the tone in their letters was rude or nice, as long as it's to our advantage, we'll naturally accept. Even if the letter is as rude as possible, we still shouldn't care. As for if it's to our disadvantage, we should swiftly refuse. Even the most pleasant and tactful tone will not make us think otherwise.


"I've been underestimating that boy in Qixi. I thought that he had just an ordinary courage, capable of only operating on a small scale. Such an individual, no matter how dazzling or how quickly they rise, isn't worth the attention of people like me and Geshu Han. But I didn't think that only a few days after assuming the post of Qixi Protector-General, he would have grasped the rules behind the games of Great Generals! I now admit that this boy has the right to enter this imperial game of elites that I, Geshu Han, and Zhang Shougui play!"


An Sishun's eyes seemed to pierce through the walls of the hall, and a profound smile appeared on his lips.


Meanwhile, the scar-faced Vice Protector-General was slack-jawed and wide-eyed.


'The imperial game of elites'! Even though he had followed An Sishun for many years, this was the first time he had heard of this secret of the Great Generals!


"Don't think about it! Send a reply to our new Qixi Protector-General. The Beiting Protectorate has frequent battles and truly has a need for soldiers, so I will take those Hu soldiers of his!"


With these final words, An Sishun's eyes exploded with a bright and intimidating light.


"Yes, Milord!"


……


Several days later, in the Qixi Protectorate…


"Lord Marquis, the Beiting Protector-General has sent a letter saying that he will take as many of the Hu soldiers that we want to get rid of as we can give."


Xu Keyi excitedly rushed into the hall, his face still covered in disbelief.


An Imperial Protector-General like An Sishun, who had quarreled several times with the marquis, had actually agreed to help!


"Is that so?"


Wang Chong slightly raised his head, no surprise to be seen in his eyes.


"Write a reply back to An Sishun saying that I understand and that the soldiers that the Qixi Protectorate doesn't need will be quickly transferred to him."


Wang Chong's tone was relaxed and confident, like he was taking care of a trifling task, as if An Sishun was doing something he ought to have done as part of his duties. Xu Keyi was dazed, and he once more felt a surge of admiration for his lord. Only his marquis would have been capable of such a feat.


Wang Chong gave a faint smile before lowering his head to continue perusing the letter sent by Yang Hongchang.


"You'll understand in the future. Right now, you should inform Heba Ye about this."


Imperial Great Generals and Protector-Generals would rarely be influenced by their emotions in their interactions with each other. Everything was guided by benefit and the overall situation. This was a quality that every general needed. One who couldn't do this could not make a good Great General. However, this one was only targeted at Great Generals and Protector-Generals of the same level. One who could not reach this class did not have the right to play this level of game!


As the Grand Marshal of the world in his last life, the esteemed War Saint, Wang Chong naturally understood this idea.


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


Xu Keyi, only half-understanding Wang Chong's words, quickly left.


When Xu Keyi left, Wang Chong continued to read the letter in his hands. Owing to the long distance, the Great Tang had always been lacking in soldiers within the Western Regions. The soldiers garrisoned in the Western Regions were far more skilled than the soldiers of the other protectorates, but this policy of utilizing solely elites was a forced one.


In order to resolve that future crisis, the troops of just Qixi and Anxi were far from enough.


But the unique advantage of the Western Regions was its many available mercenaries. As long as one had enough money, one could quickly muster a large force. In this letter were the results from Wang Chong's request for Yang Hongchang to investigate the mercenary groups of the Western Regions.


……


The efficiency of Heba Ye and Xu Keyi was far greater than expected. On the very same night, the tens of thousands of soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army were once more reorganized. Those who wished to remain would remain in the Qixi Protectorate. Those who did not want to follow a Han would be placed under Heba Ye's command. And those who wanted neither would be sent to the Beiting Protectorate to serve An Sishun.


Although Heba Ye had earnestly wanted to stop this, he could do nothing. A melon forced off the vine wasn't sweet, and if these soldiers didn't want to stay, forcing them to stay would be meaningless and would only breed future conflict.


Time slowly passed, as Wang Chong engaged in his massive reconsolidation of Qixi. This 'stay or go' operation continued all the way until the end of the Zi Period. Finally, in the Chou Period, all had fallen silent.


"We can't wait any longer…"


Soft whispering could be heard in the darkness, not in Hu or Han, but in an even more complicated language, one seldom heard, even in the Western Regions.


"This young Han Protector-General is too formidable. If he keeps up this interrogation, our identities will be immediately exposed," another voice whispered back.


At the edge of the Qixi Protectorate army barracks, underneath a high fence, several figures were furtively moving through the darkness. They were not moving in the direction of the Han soldiers, nor were they moving with the Hu soldiers who were being transferred to Beiting. They were moving to the northwest.


"Hurry! When the sun comes up, we won't be able to leave. We need to report back to Lord Governor. We must put more focus on this young Han Protector-General. Those cavalry of his are too powerful. They will definitely be a big problem for us in the future."


"Mm. I really didn't think that there would be such a powerful group of soldiers in the far east! Lord Governor will definitely pay a great deal of attention to our discovery."


As these people whispered to each other, they used their scimitars to cut out a one-person opening in the fence, out of sight of the sentries. These people then moved through this opening with strange movements, like those of a flapping mud fish.


"Okay, go!"


Once they had left the barracks, the people sighed and immediately began to rush to the northwest. But before they could get very far, a shout suddenly came from in front of them.


"Halt! Where are you going!"


"Spies! Don't let them escape!"


"Seize them!"


Swishswishswish! A rain of fire arrows fell around these men, followed by several torches. In the dark night, shouting figures charged in from all sides like converging wolves.


Gallop!


The hooves of horses thundered across the earth as the cavalry arrived. In the blink of an eye, thirty to fifty Wushang Cavalry had reached the scene, torches raised high to clearly illuminate the surroundings, revealing those 'deserters' who had tried to escape under the cover of darkness.


In the light of the torches, one could see that these people had high noses and deep eyes, as well as pronounced cheekbones. They looked very much like Hu, but their blue eyes made them completely different.


No one in the Western Regions had such unique eyes.


Arabs!


Xu Keyi stood in front of the Wushang Cavalry, stunned, the men behind him showing the same expression. The Qixi Protectorate had only two kinds of people: Hu and Han. They had followed Wang Chong's order and patrolled the perimeter to guard against scouts and spies, but they had never imagined that they would catch Arabs.


And they were even wearing the armor of the Qixi Protectorate army!


The torch lights flickered over a silent scene.


As they saw the Wushang Cavalry closing off all paths of escape and more Qixi soldiers rushing over, the Arabs instantly turned ghastly pale.


……


"What?!"


During the day, within the main hall of the Qixi Protectorate, Wang Chong was stunned by Xu Keyi's report.


"Arab spies were discovered in the Qixi Protectorate, and they were disguised as Hu cavalry?!"


"Yes, Lord Marquis. I sent men to investigate and discovered that they were registered in the Qixi Protectorate army under Hu names, and according to the records, they have been in the army for around six months."


Xu Keyi bowed, his face serious. As he spoke, he waved his hand behind him.


"Bring them in."


Thud! Thud!


Several Wushang cavalrymen immediately entered and threw to the ground several tied-up Arab soldiers.


As Wang Chong looked at these stalwart Arab soldiers, a grim look appeared in his eyes.


Wang Chong had seen Arab merchants before, and in his dissolute and decadent years, he had interacted with them quite a few times. Those Arab merchants were exactly as many people thought of them: plump, amiable, opulently attired, their fingers studded with rings of agate and jade. They looked just like clowns.


But these Arabs were completely different. They had tall, well-proportioned, and sturdy physiques, as if they had been cast from steel, and they were brimming with an explosive strength. In addition, the thick calluses on their palms gave away their status. These were not traveling merchants, but regular soldiers of the Arab army.


Wang Chong had never imagined that he would meet regular Arab soldiers in this sort of situation.


The Abbasid Caliphate had always been an extremely formidable opponent in Wang Chong's mind. Once he had settled everything with the Qixi Protectorate and finished the consolidation, Wang Chong planned to point his sword at Arabia. Even if they didn't come, Wang Chong would still go and find them. But Wang Chong had never in his wildest dreams imagined that the Arabs had already stretched their claws into the Qixi Protectorate, even mixing into the army as Hu.


Wang Chong had always been vigilant against the Arabs, but this was beyond even his own predictions.
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"Let me ask, who sent all of you?"


Wang Chong strode over and stopped in front of the Arabs, his body exuding a powerful and oppressive aura. But the Arabs turned their heads and pretended to not understand what was being said. Wang Chong sneered at this display. These people had succeeded in disguising themselves as Tang soldiers and entering Qixi, so it wasn't possible for them to not understand Han.


"Is it Abu Muslim?" Wang Chong suddenly asked. This time, he did not speak in Han, but Arabic.


Buzz!


At these words, the Arab soldiers instantly shuddered and twisted their heads, their mouths open and their faces ghastly pale.


When Wang Chong saw this, his heart instantly sank.


Abu Muslim1 was the Abbasid Caliphate's Governor of the East, the Great Tang's most powerful foe in the Western Regions. In the future Battle of Talas, this person would serve as the highest commander of the Abbasid Caliphate! Although these Arabs had not answered him, their reactions had told him everything.




I didn't think that his claws would have already stretched here…


Wang Chong felt deeply disheartened.


Wang Chong's knowledge was actually very limited on this Abbasid Governor of the East, this highest commander of the Arab side at the Battle of Talas. Wang Chong had always believed that he had been the only one silently preparing for this battle, but he had never imagined that this Governor of the East had already begun to dispatch scouts and spies to the Great Tang six months beforehand. Moreover, his spies had already worked their way through Anxi and reached Qixi.


Wang Chong could already smell the stenches of battles and schemes.


In a flash, Wang Chong suddenly realized that he had deeply underestimated this Arab commander who resided west of the Cong Mountains. This Arab was definitely more frightening and much harder to deal with than he had imagined.


"You actually know the name of our lord?!"


"Impossible! A Tang like you can speak our tongue!"


"Give up on this idea! No matter what you ask, we won't say a word."


At this moment, those stubbornly silent Arab spies finally decided to speak. The Arabic that Wang Chong had spoken and the name 'Abu Muslim' had given them an enormous shock. During their entire infiltration of the Central Plains, this was the first time they had heard someone speak such fluent Arabic. Not even the open-minded Fumeng Lingcha had been able to perform such a feat.


In truth, the number of people who could speak Arabic in the entire Western Regions wasn't very large at all.


But the most shocking of all was that Wang Chong knew the name of their highest commander.


Arabia and the Great Tang were very far from each other, limiting the knowledge that each state had of the other. In addition, the Arabs were much more vigilant against outsiders than the Great Tang, with all military knowledge being absolute secrets. Not even many people in the nearby kingdoms of the Western Regions knew the name of their commander, but this Han Protector-General who had never once been to Arabia, perhaps never even to the Western Regions, could actually call out his name!


These elite scouts of the Abbasid Caliphate were dumbfounded!


"There's no need to say anything. All of you have already answered me!" Wang Chong indifferently said. The name 'Abu Muslim' was enough to tell Wang Chong almost everything. What else these scouts had to say really didn't matter.


"Xu Keyi, take them away. I'll let you handle the rest."


"Yes, Lord Marquis."


Xu Keyi understood and waved his hand, ordering the Wushang guards to take the scouts away. The City of Steel had interrogation specialists, experts from the Bureau of Punishments who had been transferred to the City of Steel using Old Eagle's connections. Wang Chong had brought them with him to the Qixi Protectorate.


Even if these Arab scouts had undergone special training and were able to keep a tight hold on their secrets, Xu Keyi would be able to at least get something from them.


The appearance of these Arab spies had triggered Wang Chong's vigilance and had also completely overturned his understanding of the Arab commander, Abu Muslim. Just when Wang Chong was ready to begin a complete investigation of this matter, a day later, in the evening, when everything was falling quiet, an eagle pierced through the veil of darkness, silently approaching from the distant Western Regions.


Very few people knew that the news brought by this eagle would be like a crashing meteor, swiftly causing the entire empire to quake and completely disrupting Wang Chong's tempo.


"What? Gao Xianzhi attacked the Shi Kingdom, killed its city lord, and stormed the entire region?!"


Wang Chong had been reviewing the documents of the Qixi Protectorate army when he heard this news, and his entire body trembled as if he had been struck by lightning, the documents in his hand dropping to the floor.


In that moment, the entire hall was deathly still!


The Battle of Talas!


This was the only thought left in Wang Chong's mind.


How could this be? The Battle of Talas should have been at least half a year away. Why did it happen so soon!


Wang Chong's face was pale, his mind in turmoil.


To stop this war, he had made all sorts of efforts, even written a letter to Gao Xianzhi thoroughly laying out the pros and cons of such a venture. Wang Chong had originally believed that his letter had been of some effect, at least making Gao Xianzhi a little more wary.


As long as he was more cautious, he would not so recklessly attack the Shi Kingdom as he had in his last life. The longer the Battle of Talas could be delayed, the more time Wang Chong had to prepare. But contrary to Wang Chong's expectations, not only had this battle not been delayed, it had been pushed forward six months!


"…Not only that, after attacking the Shi Kingdom, Lord Gao Xianzhi continued west, his thirty thousand elites preempting the Arabs and capturing the city of Talas."


Xu Keyi grimly bowed, sensing the seriousness of this incident.


"But the Arabs quickly advanced their armies east, sending all their soldiers to besiege Talas. The situation is serious and urgent. The presiding commander of the Four Garrisons of Anxi, Feng Changqing, has already sent a letter requesting reinforcements from us! Lord Marquis, please make a decision!"


Buzz!


The moment Xu Keyi finished speaking, a boom shook the entire hall. Xu Keyi glanced up and quickly realized that this was no earthquake, but Wang Chong fiercely standing up from his seat. His entire body was bursting with boundless Stellar Energy, wave after wave filling the hall.


Even a blind man could tell that Wang Chong's emotional state was extremely unstable.


"Lord Marquis…" Xu Keyi blurted out. In his service to Wang Chong, he had always taken his commander to be an incredibly farsighted commander who always had control over the situation. Even in the war of the southwest, Wang Chong had never panicked. This was the first time Xu Keyi was seeing Wang Chong lose control of himself.


"Bring the letter over!"


Wang Chong's voice resounded through the hall.




"Yes."


Xu Keyi stepped forward and respectfully offered the letter from the Anxi Protectorate.


"I've already ordered that all the information on this battle be gathered and sent up before daybreak!"


This night was bound to be a sleepless one for the Qixi Protectorate.


In the torchlit hall, Wang Chong paced back and forth, while all the commanders, whether it was Li Siye, Xu Keyi, Heba Ye, or Xu Qiqin, were summoned. By dawn, all the information had been collected.


Wang Chong had even written a letter to Feng Changqing asking for a detailed account.


Wang Chong finally understood the truth behind this major incident.


Gao Xianzhi had led his army on a sudden assault on the Shi Kingdom, killing many of its subjects. He had even crossed the Cong Mountains and advanced farther west, occupying the city of Talas, in the end being besieged by the armies of the Abbasid Caliphate. Behind this series of actions that had shaken the entire western border was a truth that was far more complicated than he had imagined. Wang Chong's letter truly had been useful, and Gao Xianzhi truly had been much more cautious.


If all had gone as expected, Gao Xianzhi was not planning on attacking the Shi Kingdom for several months, but he had received a piece of unexpected news that completely upset his tempo, compelling him to launch that series of rapid attacks that ended with his occupation of Talas.


The King of the Shi Kingdom had been colluding with the Arabs! The two empires were discussing a plan to jointly besiege the Anxi Protectorate in several months!


This was the news that made Gao Xianzhi change his mind and launch a preemptive strike!


How could it be like this?


Wang Chong clenched the letter, speechless.


A butterfly had flapped its wings, causing a massive storm and mighty waves on the boundless ocean. This was not the version of events that he knew. Wang Chong had always believed that Gao Xianzhi's sudden attack on the Shi Kingdom was the same as it was in history, a calamity that arose from his greed.


But after reviewing Gao Xianzhi's actions, Wang Chong had nothing to reproach him for.


Wang Chong had no idea that the Shi Kingdom and the Abbasid Caliphate were colluding to attack the Anxi Protectorate. Wang Chong could not determine if it was because this information had been hidden in his last life or this was purely the result of the butterfly effect. But there was one thing that was certain. Once this collusion was confirmed, launching a preemptive attack to strike before the enemy was fully prepared was the best decision.


There was nothing to be criticized about Gao Xianzhi's decisions. Wang Chong himself would have done the same.


And once Gao Xianzhi attacked the Shi Kingdom, the Arabs would definitely send troops to its aid. At this point, rather than passively waiting, it was better to simply attack. One benefit was that it would stop the Arab attack, and the second was that the war would be fought outside the borders, reducing its effects on the Western Regions.


If things proceeded smoothly, then after the war, the entire Shi Kingdom could be added to the Great Tang's domain in the Western Regions, with the Great Tang receiving little harm and a great boon.


And once one crossed the Cong Mountains, the region between Arabia and the Western Regions was flat and level. From a strategic perspective, the most useful area was undoubtedly the city of Talas. As a general who had made his name through swift and decisive battles, Gao Xianzhi would undoubtedly perceive the unique value of Talas, so after attacking the Shi Kingdom, he would undoubtedly march his troops to occupy Talas2.




This series of actions was sharp, fierce, and straightforward. While giving the Shi Kingdom a vicious blow, it also caught the Arabs completely off guard and forced them into a passive position. This was a thorough display of a Great General's caliber.


Not even Wang Chong could fault this move.

______________


1. Abu Muslim was a Persian general who played a pivotal role in helping the Abbasids overthrow the Umayyads. A powerful figure in Iran and Central Asia, he was at odds with al-Mansur, the brother of the first Abbasid Caliph, as-Saffah. When as-Saffah died in 754, al-Mansur was made the second Abbasid Caliph, and he proceeded to reward Abu Muslim for his service by assassinating him, mutilating his body, and having it thrown into the Tigris.↩
2. The author seems a bit confused about geography. The Shi Kingdom had its capital in Tashkent, which was located on the foothills of the west Tian Shan mountains. Talas was to the north of Tashkent, along the Talas River, certainly not to the west, and both cities are north of the Cong Mountains, known today as the Pamirs. If the Anxi Protectorate was based in Suiye, as has been noted previously, Gao Xianzhi would have to cross the Tian Shan to attack Tashkent, and then he would essentially be marching back, heading north to Talas.↩
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"Lord Marquis, what should we do now?"


The hall was quiet. Everyone turned to Wang Chong, all of them extremely serious and grim, affected as they were by Wang Chong's mood. In the past, when they believed that Arabia was just a tiny country, they wouldn't have given this battle a second thought, but after learning all that they had, they well understood the foe they were facing.


This country was even larger than the Great Tang, had an even larger army, more powerful warhorses, and even greater desire to expand. This was the greatest foe the Great Tang would face on this continent.


Gao Xianzhi had brought almost ninety percent of the Anxi Protectorate's soldiers with him to Talas, leaving practically nothing behind. If Gao Xianzhi could not fend off the Abbasid Caliphate's soldiers in the east, tens of thousands of Arab soldiers would cross the Cong Mountains and occupy the Western Regions.


And Qixi would be the first target.


Once Qixi fell, Longxi and the interior of the Great Tang would be threatened.


Never in history had Arab soldiers been so close to the gates of the Central Plains. Everyone could feel the powerful threat arising from that distant country.


All of them understood what was at stake through the scenarios Wang Chong had played out on the model.


Wang Chong said nothing, only closed his eyes and began to think.


This battle had begun too suddenly, too quickly. He needed to calm down and think. There were still many things that needed to be prepared, as all his plans had been upset.


After some time, Wang Chong finally opened his eyes, a blazing light burning within them.


"Li Siye, pass on my order to open up the Qixi Armory…"


Rumble!


A few moments later, there was a metallic rumbling as the long-unused doors to the Qixi Armory were opened, allowing the sunlight to seep in, illuminating the insides of this largest armory on the border. After ten-some years, those ballistae built by the Bureau of Works and branded with the imperial seal of the court finally saw the light of day once more, gleaming in the sun.


"Stop! You can't do things like this!"


"Without a decree, no one can go inside! Stop right now!"


Several of the Qixi Armory guards shouted, but nobody paid them any attention.


'When the general is abroad, he need not accept all orders of the sovereign.' 'Matters can be handled according to what is right and proper, but they can also be handled according to what is realistic and convenient.' These two sayings highlighted the fundamental principle that a commander needed to be flexible. With a war imminent, these ballistae were the finest weapons and could allow the Great Tang to reach its maximum power. The Qixi Protector-Generals, including Fumeng Lingcha, had always kept to the law with these one hundred thousand ballistae, not daring to overstep their bounds.


But Wang Chong was different. He would not be some diehard that would continue to uphold tired conventions.


Rumble!


As Wang Chong led his army into the Qixi Armory, the Stone of Destiny suddenly resounded with its emotionless voice.


"Special Event: A Choice of Destiny!"


Light and shadow began to shift and flicker, and a massive wall suddenly sprang from the earth. On one side of the wall were thousands of black banners, and on the other side was a vast sea of yellow dragon flags. The two sides clashed and immediately began to attack each other…


Wang Chong immediately stopped moving.


"The wheels of history continue to slowly turn. No matter how many detours one takes, one will eventually return to the original path. A mountain cannot hold two tigers, and this continent cannot hold two massive empires at the same time. This is an inevitable war! Of these two empires, only one can howl from the peak of the world, while the other will rapidly decline, sinking into the 'Lion's Twilight Years'!"


Wang Chong's body shuddered at these words, but the Stone of Destiny was not done.


"…A lion that has lost its claws and teeth is like an eagle without wings. Such are the twilight years of the lion, and it is also the choice of destiny!


"As a Controller of Destiny, user has a single opportunity, a one-time special treatment. With the payment of 8000 Destiny Energy, user can choose to waive this opportunity and withdraw. If user chooses to enter, user will be rewarded with 2000 Destiny Energy.


"Warning: once user picks this choice, user will soon encounter incredible danger. Upon mission failure, the empire will fall and user will be obliterated!"


As Wang Chong listened to the voice, a smile crept onto his lips. If he had not exchanged for the Karmic Battle Armor, he might have had the 8000 points of Destiny Energy needed to exempt himself from this choice. But even if he did have that option, would he really have taken it?


"Confirm!"


Wang Chong didn't delay for long, swiftly stepping into Qixi Armory.


……


Flapflap!


Black eagles flew in every direction. The news about Talas had not only been sent to Qixi, but also to the capital, where it ignited a fierce debate.


"Your Majesty, we should immediately dispatch troops to reinforce Lord Gao Xianzhi!"


"Thirty thousand elites besieged is no trifling matter. if the Anxi Protectorate army is defeated, Suiye, Shule1, and the other Four Garrisons of Anxi will be lost, along with the rest of Anxi! We should quickly send reinforcements."




Several generals in the court fervently appealed for reinforcements, greatly distressed at this news.


"Absurd!"


As these voices spoke up, an important official who had a good relationship with King Qi stood up and harshly rebuked them.


"Lord Gao Xianzhi is a divine commander, and since he took up his post, no one in the Western Regions has been able to defeat him. The Shi Kingdom has already fallen, and Lord Gao has led his soldiers even further west to occupy Talas. Given Lord Gao's abilities, he will soon defeat the Arabs, so why are we discussing sending reinforcements? Have all of you lost your senses?"


Although King Song and King Qi had always had a poor relationship, their two factions often clashing in court, King Qi was not standing opposed for purely personal grudges. In the entire Great Tang, there was no Protector-General or Great General with a more dazzling record than Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi.


Although he was not as old as the other Great Generals and Protector-Generals, his ability to command soldiers and his astonishing list of feats were not something that any of his peers could match. In the military and the court, Gao Xianzhi had another nickname: The Ever-Victorious General!


Ever since he had attained the post of Anxi Protector-General, Gao Xianzhi had never lost. In addition, his military strategy emphasized speed, and he was an expert at preemptive strikes. It was precisely because of his superhuman capabilities and the frightening power of the Anxi Protectorate army that their meager army of tens of thousands was able to suppress all the kingdoms of the Western Regions. With him present, all the rulers bowed their heads and the Western Regions was an impregnable fortress.


It was true that Gao Xianzhi was currently besieged at Talas, but many people believed that this was all part of Gao Xianzhi's strategy. In the end, Gao Xianzhi would still defeat the Arabs and obtain victory.


After all, this was not the first time such a situation had cropped up. Gao Xianzhi had always won despite inferior numbers, proving his abilities time and time again. And besides, Arabia was just a 'tiny kingdom'.


"But this time is different. The one to request reinforcements was Gao Xianzhi's deputy general, Feng Changqing. This lowly subject believes that we should treat this war more seriously!" One of the generals attempted to persuade the court.


"Lord Xue, be at ease. Lord Gao will be fine!" an imperial censor unconcernedly said.


This court debate came to nothing in the end, with Feng Changqing's letter stirring few waves of any significance. Gao Xianzhi was a master of swift and decisive battles, and many people believed that they would soon be receiving news of victory from Anxi. But ten days later, when a request for reinforcements once more arrived from the Western Regions and Gao Xianzhi remained besieged, everyone in the court finally began to pale.


Even the slowest amongst them could now see that this incident was completely different from the others. Gao Xianzhi, the Spear of the Empire, had encountered an extremely powerful opponent.


……


While the capital was still arguing over reinforcements, Qixi and Wushang were in the midst of preparing for war.


The Qixi Protectorate army had been divided into units of ten thousand, each unit ceaselessly working on a task. Meanwhile, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry were also getting ready for battle. Bows and arrows, ballistae, sabers, spears, halberds—all of these weapons were carted out of Qixi Armory and distributed through the army.


A ballista and two hundred ballista bolts were given to every five-man unit, and Wang Chong quickly formed a 'ballista army' consisting of two thousand ballista teams. Wang Chong had used a 'ballista team' during Dayan Mangban's night raid on the City of Steel, and this strategy was quickly beginning to show its power.


Although this army of ten thousand only had 2000 ballistae, the ballista teams could divide the work, swiftly adjusting the ballista and bringing up the firing rate, maximizing the power of this heavy weaponry. These teams could push the ballistae to display five to ten times the normal killing power.


This was the new strategy Wang Chong had developed for ballistae!


"Lord Marquis, Lord Feng Changqing has sent another request for reinforcements. How should we reply? Should we refuse him again?"


In the hall, Wang Chong and his generals had gathered. Xu Keyi was holding a letter as he bowed to the enthroned Wang Chong.


"Tell Lord Feng to give me two months. After two months, I will definitely send troops to Talas to assist Lord Gao," Wang Chong sternly replied.


Talas was in crisis and Gao Xianzhi was besieged, so Feng Changqing was sending letter after letter, deluging Qixi in a snowstorm. In ten short days, Wang Chong had already received twenty to thirty letters. Feng Changqing was Gao Xianzhi's deputy and trusted aide, the two jointly hailed as the Twin Walls of the Empire. Although Wang Chong had never met this general who was renowned for his logistical and administrative skill, Feng Changqing had left a very deep impression on him now.


Every word of Feng Changqing's letters had oozed a deep concern and anxiety. Even now, the Imperial Court had not noticed the danger and seriousness of this war, but both Wang Chong and Feng Changqing were well aware that this was no simple border conflict.

______________
1. Shule, also known as Kashgar, was one of the Four Garrisons of Anxi and is the westernmost city of the Tarim Basin. Suiye was also one of the Four Garrisons of Anxi, but unlike the other three, it was not located in the Tarim Basin, but in the Chu River Valley, separated from the Tarim Basin by the Tian Shan Mountains. It served as capital for the Western Turkic Khaganate until the khaganate was defeated in the seventh century.↩
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Unlike the war of the southwest, the Battle of Talas did not involve that many civilians, nor did it involve so many soldiers, but it would decide the owner of the Western Regions and the fate of the empire. And Wang Chong knew even more than Feng Changqing, knew that this war would have even greater effects.


The effect this war would have on the Central Plans and the Great Tang could not be replicated even by ten wars of the southwest. This was because this war did not decide just a single moment, but the rise and fall of an entire side, the destiny of the Central Plains. When a lion lost its claws, it would fall into its retiring twilight years, and when an empire lost its desire to proactively expand outward, it would transition from its youth to its old age. Its only concern would be internal struggles and discord, civil strife that no one could possibly imagine!


Wang Chong had seen that chaos with his own eyes, so no matter what, he could not permit the Great Tang to reach this stage!


Wang Chong was no less anxious to plunge into battle than Feng Changqing, but even the most anxious Wang Chong knew that now was not the time to send soldiers.


Both he and the Qixi Protectorate army were far from ready. If he carelessly began to march out without ample preparations, he would not only be of no help to Gao Xianzhi and the Anxi Protectorate army, but also end up sending the Wushang Cavalry and the Qixi Protectorate army to their deaths.


History had already changed. In his last life, Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi had rapidly advanced his army but was just a little too late in occupying Talas. As a result, he was caught on the plains, where the Arab army attacked him again and again. In these incredibly unfavorable circumstances, he was defeated outside Talas.


But now, Gao Xianzhi had successfully occupied Talas with his preemptive attack, giving him the positional advantage. With Gao Xianzhi's strength as an Imperial Great General and his more than thirty thousand elites and tens of thousands of mercenaries, he could definitely contend against the Arab army outside the walls.


There was no doubting Gao Xianzhi's skill for command, and the thirty thousand Anxi elites were the strongest of the empire. Back then, even though he had lost the initiative and had the worse position, Gao Xianzhi had still managed to hold out for a month. Now that he had the fortifications of Talas on his side, it would be no problem for him to last two months.


This was the true reason Wang Chong had temporarily put off sending reinforcements.


"Yes! Lord Marquis!"


Xu Keyi immediately bowed and left to deliver the reply.


"Li Siye."


Once Xu Keyi was gone, Wang Chong turned to the mountainous figure of Li Siye.


"This general is here!" Li Siye declared, stepping forward.


"What is the situation of the Wootz Steel? Were Ablonodan and Arloja informed to hurry the delivery? Has there been any news?" Wang Chong asked.


Wootz Steel was currently Wang Chong's greatest concern and most urgent problem. If everything went as expected, ten thousand Mamelukes of the Abbasid Caliphate would be waiting for him on the border. In the history that Wang Chong knew of, the Mamelukes were the undisputed kings of soldiers, the strongest force of cavalry in the era preceding the calamity.


Their equipment and fighting power were far greater than anyone could imagine. Practically from the moment they were born, they began training to be true war machines. Although the Wushang Cavalry were powerful, without Wootz Steel swords and Meteoric Metal armor, they were still far from their zenith.


The most powerful armies of the east and west had gathered at the battlefield of Talas, and the battle would be far crueler and more terrifying than anyone could expect.


Wang Chong would never permit the Wushang Cavalry he had worked so hard on to charge onto that battlefield before they were fully fledged so that they could meaninglessly bury themselves there.


"Lord Marquis, we have received news from Sindhu," Li Siye loudly reported. "Arloja and Ablonodan have replied that the High Priest has agreed, and the six thousand jun of Hyderabad ore has already been prepared for delivery. However, there is now a problem. With the war going on at Talas, the roads Sindhu usually use for transporting the ore have been cut, so they cannot send the Hyderabad ore along the normal routes."


Buzz!


With Li Siye's words, everyone in the hall turned nervous. The Battle of Talas had completely disrupted their tempo, and they were all rushing to set things in motion. Each of them had their own task, like separate cogs in a machine.


They didn't know the details of Li Siye's own task, but all of them understood the importance of Wootz Steel.


Wang Chong frowned as he stepped down from his throne.


The Arabs and the Anxi Protectorate army were still in a stalemate at Talas, but their battle was already beginning to show its effects. The Sindhi High Priest was clearly greatly concerned over this unprecedented war and any untoward effects it would have on this transaction worth six million taels of gold.


Wang Chong's previous generosity was also beginning to show its effects. Currently, Wang Chong was undoubtedly the largest buyer of Hyderabad ore and was also the largest provider of aid to Sindhu, so the High Priest could not accept this loss.


Thus, the six thousand jun of Hyderabad ore had been prepared as quickly as possible.


But matters were far from proceeding that smoothly. The battle between Gao Xianzhi and Abu Muslim had disabled the transportation routes of the Hyderabad ore. Carelessly transporting the ore at this point would only have the shipment intercepted by the Abbasid Caliphate.


Tap! Tap!


Wang Chong's heavy footsteps echoed through the hall, and everyone's eyes followed him as he walked to the model. As they set eyes upon that figure symbolizing Talas in the center of the model, they were overcome by an indescribably odd sensation.


Wang Chong had had this model built before the war even began, and they had seen it for quite some time now. But none of them had understood its significance until now.


Zhang Que looked at the rising mountains on the model and respectfully reported to Wang Chong, "Lord Marquis! All of the roads between the Central Plains and Sindhu truly have been blocked off. I've already sent many scouts and rock eagles. The area around Talas is crawling with Arab soldiers, and all merchant caravans traveling east and west along the Silk Road have been stopped. Even the Arab caravans have been intercepted. The roads traveling east and west are no longer passable."


Wang Chong furrowed his brow as he lowered his body over the model. The mountains, rivers, roads, and cities were all clearly laid out on this model. This breathtaking level of detail had only been achieved through enormous time and the effort of countless scouts.


Just as Zhang Que had said, the city of Talas's unique geography made it a major commercial hub. Now that it was embroiled in war, the Silk Road had been severed. Even though Sindhu had agreed to Wang Chong's request, it could not transport the six thousand jun of Hyderabad ore.


"No!"


Wang Chong's eyes twinkled as he suddenly spoke.


"The roads have not all been cut off! There still exists one more path between the Great Tang and Sindhu!"


"Ah!"


Everyone gasped in shock at Wang Chong's words.


"How could that be? I've investigated and all the caravans have been stopped! There can't be another path!" Zhang Que said in astonishment.


It wasn't that he didn't believe Wang Chong, but he had spent this period of time expending a great deal of manpower and mental energy to find another path, yet his efforts had all met with failure. In addition, merchants prioritized their profit, and though he might not know of another road, the merchants would definitely have found any possible alternatives.


The hall fell into silence as everyone stared at Wang Chong.


Swish!


Wang Chong said nothing, only extracted a small red flag and placed it in an inconspicuous place on the model, but this position instantly struck the gathered officers dumb. Zhang Que's eyes flew open as he stared speechlessly at the flag.


The Tibetan Plateau!


No one had expected that Wang Chong would stick his flag onto the territory of the Ü-Tsang Empire. He had actually thought about using Tibetan roads to transport the Hyderabad ore. Not even the boldest of planners would dare to think of such an unconventional idea.


"It's fine even if the Silk Road has been severed. Li Siye, inform Sindhu that they should travel through the northern regions of Sindhu, through Greater and Lesser Balur. Have them use the roads of the Ü-Tsang Empire to transport the six thousand jun of Hyderabad ore! In addition, bring two thousand Wushang Cavalry and get to Greater and Lesser Balur to receive them!" Wang Chong immediately declared.


"Yes! Lord Marquis!" Li Siye immediately replied. He had never doubted Wang Chong's decisions.


Behind him, the rest of the officers were still attempting to shake off their deep shock. Slowly, however, they began to understand, and contemplative looks appeared on their faces. Taking the path through northern Sindhu, Greater and Lesser Balur, and then through the Tibetan Plateau was an idea not even the most insane merchant would think of.


The reason was simple. This road was steep and treacherous, and it involved traversing the dangerous territory of the Ü-Tsang Empire. Tibetan cavalry did not only raid Longxi, but also the merchants traveling along the east-west roads. One of the important reasons the Great Tang had established a protectorate in Qixi was to guard against raiding parties from Ü-Tsang.


No merchant would be mad enough to transport his goods through the territory of a bandit.


However, the battle at the triangular gap had totally altered the structure of Qixi. With Dayan Mangban dead and Dusong Mangpoje defeated, there were no soldiers left in all the northern region of the Tibetan Plateau to thwart Wang Chong's plans.


Wang Chong's idea appeared bold, but it was actually most proper!


Gradually, more and more people began to understand the plan and turn to Wang Chong in admiration. If Wang Chong had not instigated the battle at the triangular gap to wipe out the Tibetan forces in the northern region of the plateau, this road simply wouldn't exist. Wang Chong had created this critical model long before the Battle of Talas had even begun, but he had already predicted everything, with that campaign at the triangular gap being preparation for the future.
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Wang Chong currently knew little about what his subordinates were thinking. The sudden battle between Gao Xianzhi and the Arabs had completely upset his plans, and he had far too many things to take care of, not just something as simple as the Wootz Steel.


Wang Chong turned his head and said, "Cheng Sanyuan, what has Hulayeg said? Has the matter of the Fourth Prince still not been taken care of? I can't give him any more time on the warhorses. I need his reply soon."


Hulayeg was at the court of the Western Turkic Khagan in Mount Sanmi, so Wang Chong had given the Fourth Prince over to Cheng Sanyuan to handle.


"Yes, Lord Marquis. Hulayeg has sent a letter saying that Ishbara Khagan had finished preparations, but there was a sudden incident. The Fourth Prince… we might not be able to hand him over according to the original proposal," Cheng Sanyuan hesitantly said.


"Oh?"


Wang Chong's brow slightly creased, but then his eyes glimmered and he gave a derisive chuckle.


"Is it because of the Battle of Talas in the Western Regions?"


Cheng Sanyuan hesitated before lowering his head and giving the true answer. "Yes!"


Qixi was currently in dire need of manpower, and Hulayeg's report that matters at Mount Sanmi were not proceeding smoothly was clearly ill news.


"Hmph, it seems like the Turks haven't gotten used to the fact that when you deal with me, you have to play by the rules. No matter how the Battle of Talas ends up, they won't get a single chance!"


Cavalry, cavalry… without horses, cavalry could only be infantry!


In the past, Wang Chong wouldn't have minded giving Hulayeg a little more time, but war was imminent. Wang Chong needed many soldiers, increasing the importance of the warhorses. Ishbara Khagan had clearly realized this, so he had changed his mind and chosen to drag out the proceedings.


"Cheng Sanyuan, I will give you three thousand Wushang Cavalry. Take them and some soldiers from the Qixi Protectorate army, and leave today for the Turkic steppe. Remember, follow the water. Where there's water, there will be horses, cows, sheep, and Turkic tribes. Livestock can't stray far from water sources. In the space of three days, I need you to sweep through all the nearby water sources, and in ten days, I need you to utterly vanquish all the Turkic soldiers in the west!"


Wang Chong's eyes were cold, exuding a terrifying killing intent.


In the Battle of Talas, the War God of the Western Regions, Gao Xianzhi, was in a poor situation, besieged by the Arabs. Wang Chong had already predicted that this battle would have an unfavorable effect on his discussions with Ishbara Khagan. There was a high chance that the Western Turks would start to grow hungry and feel that they had a chance.


What Wang Chong wanted to do was crush any opportunities the Turks believed themselves to have, and make them understand that even though there was a battle in the Western Regions, Wang Chong would continue to make Qixi an impregnable fortress.


"Yes, your subordinate will go!"


Cheng Sanyuan immediately took off. Everyone felt an intense pressure, with requests for reinforcements constantly coming in from Anxi. Gao Xianzhi was known as the lightning-strike general of the Western Regions, the undefeated general, and his army of thirty thousand elites had always ended battles quickly, with few lasting for very long.


Yet more than ten days had passed, and this illustrious Imperial Great General remained besieged at Talas. Even the slowest person, even someone who knew nothing about the Arabs, could tell that Gao Xianzhi was facing an unprecedentedly powerful opponent. Anxi was in dire need, and its hopes had been entrusted to them.


"Chen Bin!"


"Your subordinate is here!"


"Inform Zhao Jingdian that I only give twenty days. No matter the price, the road between the capital and Qixi must be completed. In addition, I give the task of constructing the cement road from Qixi to Anxi to you. Get in touch with Feng Changqing and get his full cooperation. I only give you twenty-five days to build this road. You can use all the manpower and resources in the City of Steel. If this road is not finished in twenty-five days, everything will be handled according to military law!"


"Yes, your subordinate will go!"


Chen Bin bowed, leaving without asking a single question.


……


Order after order was issued within the hall, setting all of Qixi and Wushang rumbling to life. Gradually, the number of people in the hall dwindled away, and in the end, only the white-clothed and graceful figure was left.


"What's wrong?"


Xu Qiqin lithely walked over, her voice gentle as she looked at Wang Chong's silent frown.


"Is there something that you can't solve?"


Xu Qiqin inspected Wang Chong's face. It was handsome, bright, yet suffused with a composure and maturity that few of his peers could ever hope to match. His straight and impressive brows that extended to his temples added even more to Wang Chong's charm. But at this moment, these brows were slightly creased so that they only made him seem more pitiable.


Wushang, Qixi, Anxi… Xu Qiqin knew just how massive was the pressure that weighed on his young shoulders. Everyone treated him as their backbone and believed that he could do everything, but they had completely forgotten that he was just a seventeen-year-old youth.


"It's nothing." Wang Chong waved his hand, his brow still creased in contemplation. "It's just that our soldiers are far from enough. The pavilion closest to the water enjoys the moon first, and the Arabian Empire is much closer to Talas than we are. Just my five thousand Wushang Cavalry alone are far from enough to alter the course of this battle."


Ten thousand elite Mamelukes were also bolstered by other heavy cavalry. Given Wang Chong's understanding of the Arabs and the forces they had currently mobilized, the Arabs had at least two hundred thousand soldiers, a number that would only get larger. The soldiers of Qixi were far from enough. This was a problem that had vexed Wang Chong for some time.


He simply had too few chips!


When he thought about this, he couldn't help but give a long sigh, but then he heard giggling at his ear. Raising his head in astonishment, he saw that Xu Qiqin was covering her mouth and laughing so hard that her petite body was shaking, her face red.


"I thought that you were worried about something serious, but this is all it was. Leave it to me. I'll help you handle this. I can guarantee that within a month, I can get you six thousand Wushang Cavalry," Xu Qiqin confidently said.


"!!!"


Wang Chong trembled in shock as he stared at Xu Qiqin.


No one understood Wushang Village more than he did. These people were extremely xenophobic and did not permit ordinary outsiders entry. Even with the memories from his past life, he had needed to expend a great deal of energy to recruit five thousand Wushang Cavalry. In addition, Wushang Village did not have that many people, and getting five thousand had been so difficult that Wang Chong had not dared to ask for any more.


But now, Xu Qiqin was confidently declaring that she could guarantee him six thousand more Wushang Cavalry in just one month.


"What, don't believe me?"


Xu Qiqin gave a beautiful smile.


"This matter wasn't difficult in the first place, but you men are too clumsy to know how to do it the right way."


Wang Chong stared speechlessly at Xu Qiqin.


If anyone else had said this to him, Wang Chong would have treated it as a joke, but if it was Xu Qiqin… This was the Great Tang's Queen of Logistics, and her words held a completely different weight.


"Okay! Qiqin, I leave this to you!"


……


In the northern region of the Tibetan Plateau, the sparsely-inhabited northeast corner…


Rumble!


Winds howled as thundering hooves shattered the calm of the plateau. The earth rumbled as a flood of steel mounted the plateau in a cloud of dust.


"Everyone, keep up! Don't fall behind!


"Keep up your guard!"


Shouts rang out over the plateau. Li Siye led these soldiers, equipped in heavy armor that made his massive body seem like a heavy mountain while exuding an oppressive aura.


Wootz Steel swords were of utmost importance to Wang Chong, so Li Siye had been the first of Wang Chong's subordinates to depart. That Wang Chong had dispatched his number one general for this task was proof enough of the priority Wang Chong had placed on this matter.


"Is everyone here? Make a count! In addition, check your equipment. We might have to battle at any moment."


Li Siye's voice sounded like a bell over the plateau.


"Yes, General!"


The two thousand Wushang Cavalry quickly assembled and began to check their equipment.


"Kong Zi-an, I will give you one thousand men. From here, go through Greater and Lesser Balur to get to Sindhu to receive the ore convoy. There's no need to say any more about the importance Lord Marquis places on this matter. No mistakes can be permitted. Do you understand?"


Li Siye's sharp eyes turned to a deputy at his side.


Kong Zi-an was a talented soldier that Li Siye had discovered while leading the troops. He was calm, persistent, decisive, and had the impressive ability to judge the situation and choose the most appropriate plan. Recognizing his talent, Li Siye had made him one of his subordinates and taught him, giving him strategy texts to study.


After several battles, Kong Zi-an was now Li Siye's most powerful deputy, which was why Li Siye was giving him this task.


"General, be at ease. This officer swears on his life that this mission will be completed!"


Kong Zi-an dismounted and kneeled on the ground, determination on his face.


Li Siye waved his hand and said, "There's no need to say any more. Go!"


Kong Zi-an immediately mounted his horse and led the one thousand Wushang Cavalry away in the direction of Greater and Lessur Balur. Li Siye remained with the other one thousand soldiers to stand sentinel on the plateau. He watched Kong Zi-an's forces leave, and only after a long while did he return to his senses.


"The rest of you, listen up! Without my order, no one is allowed to move on their own! We will wait until they return! Be ready to receive them at any time!"


"Yes!" the army bellowed, their cries reaching into the heavens and resounding over the plateau.
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"General."


At this moment, a low voice rang out at Li Siye's ear.


"Tibetan vultures have been sighted. They've noticed us."


Li Siye's eyes flashed as he turned to follow the scout's gaze. To the southwest, a massive black vulture had appeared in the sky, circling in the air as it clearly observed them. Even farther off, he could see a black silhouette mounted on a warhorse peeking out over the horizon, watching them from a distance.


From his dress, he was clearly a Tibetan horseman.


"There's no need to worry. Let them do what they want."


Li Siye quickly turned back around.


"There's no one left in Ü-Tsang's north that can threaten us."


With this, Li Siye turned his gaze back to the north, transforming into an unmoving war god, silently waiting and watching.


……


Northwest of Qixi, across the long arc of the border and deep into the Turkic steppe…


Rumble!


Soon after Li Siye had departed, Cheng Sanyuan had left with three thousand Wushang Cavalry, traveling through the Turkic steppe along its most lush and fertile regions. The Wushang Cavalry rarely ventured this deeply into the steppe, so Cheng Sanyuan had brought three guides.


A thin Hu mounted on a warhorse pointed ahead and said, "Milord, another ten-some li ahead is an oasis. The Gu-er-ri Tribe's people often water their cows and sheep there."


"All soldiers, move out!"


A cold light in his eyes, Cheng Sanyuan held aloft his sword and thrust it forward. Instantly, thousands of cavalry surged past him, charging toward that area. Thirty minutes later, the three thousand Wushang Cavalry had arrived. What they were greeted with was not the sight of a clear oasis, but thousands upon thousands of cows and sheep, as well as Turkic shepherds dressed in lambskin.


"Shit, it's the Han!"


"How did their soldiers appear here? Run away!"


At the sight of Cheng Sanyuan's forces, the Turkic shepherds panicked. Some of the shepherds rapidly assembled a small defensive force that galloped forward to intercept Cheng Sanyuan.


"Kill!"


Without the slightest hesitation, Cheng Sanyuan and his three thousand Wushang Cavalry swept forward like a storm. Turks had fierce personalities, and while these shepherds appeared innocent, were they to put on some armor, they would all become regular Turkic warriors that would follow the army into the underbelly of the Central Plains to wreak havoc amongst the common folk.


This principle was obvious to everyone. There was no emotion or mercy in this battle, and when it was over, the earth around the oasis was stained with blood and covered with the corpses of livestock and shepherds.


"Let's go! To the next one!"


Cheng Sanyuan's sharp eyes turned to the north as he swung down his arm. Like black clouds, the three thousand cavalry swept toward their next destination.


One after the other, Cheng Sanyuan continued to follow Wang Chong's order, scouring the water sources of the Turkic steppe of shepherds and tribes. His movements were fast and brutal. In just one day, several dozen water sources had been cleared.


Countless shepherds and tribes fled in panic, and this incident quickly bore fruit.


……


"Bastard!"


Upon receiving the urgent news from the shepherds, the Turkic deputy general stationed on the western border of the Khaganate slammed his hand against the table and got to his feet.


"These Han are acting too brashly! Do they really think that we Turks have no one else?"


With the death of the Black Wolf Yabgu, all his soldiers had fallen under the command of this deputy general. Until Ishbara Khagan appointed a new Yabgu, the thirty-thousand-some cavalry of the west were under his control.


"What have you found? Only three thousand? No sign of that Young Marquis?"


Nalou Lubu propped his hands against the metal table and leaned over it, his expression savage.


"General, we've already scouted things out," the kneeling Turkic scout subserviently said. "That Wang Chong of the Great Tang is not present. The one commanding this force is some nameless officer, and he only has three thousand soldiers. We've confirmed this report multiple times."


"Pass on my order! Assemble the army and get ready to leave! We'll crush these Han until nothing is left."


Nalou Lubu's voice echoed through the tent, but he had already leapt over the table and walked out.


In the battle of Qixi Armory, Agudu Lan and his five thousand elites had been wiped out, dealing a massive blow to the Western Turkic Khaganate's forces around Qixi. However, despite all that, the Khaganate still had a formidable force in the area.


Nalou Lubu was perhaps not as famous as Agudu Lan, but he was still a general of some renown amongst the Western Turks, and a veteran of many battles. Together with his thirty thousand soldiers, he presented a powerful force.


Rumble!


With Nalou Lubu's order, all the soldiers that the Western Turkic Khaganate had around Qixi were gathered. Thousands upon thousands of warhorses transformed into an enormous wave that rumbled toward Cheng Sanyuan and his three thousand Wushang Cavalry.


……


Almost the moment the Western Turks began to move, on the Qixi border, Zhang Que received a descending eagle and turned to Cheng Sanyuan. "Milord, they've begun to mobilize."


"Heh, it's just as our lord predicted. As long as we occupy the water sources and prevent those Turkic shepherds from watering their livestock and horses, the Turkic army will be forced to attack."


Cheng Sanyuan grinned from atop his gray horse.


Lush grass could be found all over the steppe, so the Turks could move wherever they wished and have their animals graze, but no matter where they grazed, they couldn't stray far from the water. By seizing the water sources, they had seized the weak point of the Turks. For this, Cheng Sanyuan was full of admiration for Wang Chong.


Although he had only given a few short orders, he had seized the life source of the Turks.


Flapflap!


Without another word, Cheng Sanyuan opened his hands, allowing a golden-eyed pigeon to take off, flying in the direction of Qixi. After doing this, Cheng Sanyuan gave a faint smile and turned to the disciplined ranks of the Wushang Cavalry behind him.


"All soldiers, hear my order! Prepare for battle!"


Around two hours later, the earth suddenly began to rumble, and a cloud of dust could be seen rising over the horizon, soon followed by a creeping line of black that began to rapidly charge toward their position.


Awooo!


Wolves howled as a massive war banner was thrust into the air. Upon this black banner was the image of a blue wolf.


The Turkic army!


This great threat to the Great Tang, the Turkic army garrisoned on the Qixi border, had finally arrived.


"All soldiers, get ready! Chaaaaarge!"


While the thirty-thousand-some Turks were still far away, their formation still loose and disorderly, Cheng Sanyuan smiled and swung down his arm. Though his meager force was like a rock in the face of a mighty wave, he fearlessly charged forward.


Clangclangclang!


War halos began to erupt from beneath the feet of Cheng Sanyuan and his men, and in the blink of an eye, these halos had melded together, transforming the three thousand men into a small fortress.


"Bastard!"


Nalou Lubu's eyes flew open at this sight, and his blood rushed to his head in fury. He had more than thirty thousand men, ten times their number, and yet this obscure officer of the Great Tang dared to take the initiative and charge at him.


"Kill them all! Leave no one alive!"


At Nalou Lubu's order, not only did his army not slow, it picked up speed, and the two sides rapidly closed the gap…


Boom!


The earth shuddered as the three thousand Wushang Cavalry in Arrow Formation savagely smashed into the thirty thousand Turkic soldiers.


Neigh!


"Aaaaah!"


"Kill them all!"


The two armies clashed, and everything fell into chaos. Countless soldiers were knocked into the air, and when they crashed back down, their blood quickly seeped into the earth. To the consternation of the Turks, the three thousand Wushang Cavalry had displayed a crushing strength that immediately pierced through the vast Turkic army.


The difference between quality and quantity was immediately made evident. At only the first clash, more than four thousand Turks had been killed.


"Bastard!"


Enraged, Nalou Lubu drew his saber and pointed it at Cheng Sanyuan.


"Nameless soldier, give me your life!"


Before he had even finished speaking, Nalou Lubu had already swung down his saber, charging together with his elite guards at Cheng Sanyuan. He could already see that though these Tang cavalry possessed astonishing strength, their commanding officer wasn't that powerful. 'To shoot a person, shoot the horse, and to catch thieves, first capture their leader.' As long as he could kill this officer, the Tang cavalry would naturally crumble.


Rumble! Seeing Nalou Lubu's movements, other Turkic soldiers immediately began to follow.


"Hmph, I was waiting for you!"


Cheng Sanyuan sneered, a harsh light in his eyes.


Rumble! Just as Nalou Lubu's elites began to charge, the situation suddenly changed. Buzz! The three thousand Wushang Cavalry split up into hundred-man units, scattering apart and beginning to wreak havoc on the army.


The Turkic center was already in ruins, and now it fell into complete mayhem. Caught by surprise, Nalou Lubu subconsciously slowed down, but by the time he regained his composure, the three thousand Wushang Cavalry had suddenly turned around.


"Not good!"


Nalou Lubu paled as an intense sense of danger began to surge out of his heart and envelop his entire body. He wanted to fall back and flee, but it was already too late. The thousands of Wushang Cavalry were charging in from all sides.



                                                                        Chapter 854: Hiring the Gangke Tribe! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




"Aaaaah!"


A scream tore through the air as the four-feet-thick barrier of Stellar Energy around Nalou Lubu rapidly extinguished. After a few moments of silence, Nalou Lubu's mangled body toppled to the ground, blood spurting out from both him and his warhorse.


In death, Nalou Lubu's eyes were still wide in seeming disbelief, stunned that he could die like this to these three thousand men.


Clang!


A Wushang cavalryman flew past, his sword sweeping down and immediately sending Nalou Lubu's head flying several zhang. And with Nalou Lubu's death, the Western Turks fell into complete chaos.


"Kill!"


Cheng Sanyuan immediately gave the order to strike while the iron was hot.


Nalou Lubu had still been too careless. Although Cheng Sanyuan wasn't some renowned general, the Wushang Cavalry behind him were the best in the world. Wang Chong had used this same technique in his attack on Zhangzhung Training Camp to kill the Saint Martial realm Dayan Pugyal, so how could Nalou Lubu contend against it?


"Aaaaah!"


Without the command of Nalou Lubu, even though the Western Turks still had twenty thousand soldiers, they no longer had the strength to organize an effective counter.


"Kill!"


When Heba Ye arrived with eight thousand soldiers from another direction, the battle was completely settled.


When the news of this defeat reached Mount Sanmi, the entirety of the Khagan's court trembled!


……


To the south of Qixi, along the Silk Road leading to the capital, an expansive road of cement was extending to the Western Regions, several thousand kilometers in length and traversing many mountains. At the end of this road, thousands of workers were laboring like bees.


Zhao Jingdian, several nobles from the capital, and the elders of the great clans were supervising this entire process.


Flap flap!


A carrier pigeon descended from the sky, and Zhao Jingdian extended his right hand to receive it. With just a glance, Zhao Jingdian turned serious.


"It's a letter from Lord Marquis!"


Zhao Jingdian opened the letter, scanned through it, and immediately put it away. He strode up to the front, stopping in front of an old man wearing close-fitting clothes.


"Sir Xu, how much farther is Wushang?" Zhao Jingdian asked.


"It's not far," the old man replied. "In truth, we could have reached Wushang some time ago, but according to Milord's orders, we widened the road and strengthened the cement so that it could hold even more weight. But if things continue like this, we should reach Wushang in twenty days at most."


The old man was the chief foreman, the representative of the clan alliance for this project. All matters involving construction speed were under his control.


"Twenty days?"


Zhao Jingdian frowned and put up one finger.


"I only give you ten days. In ten days, the road must reach Wushang."




"This…"


After a brief moment of hesitation, the old man nodded.


"Although it's somewhat difficult, it shouldn’t be too big of a problem. If Milord is in a hurry, I can personally supervise the task and urge them on."


"Okay!"


Zhao Jingdian nodded and said no more.


Wang Chong had given him a time limit of twenty days, but Zhao Jingdian was well aware that something that necessitated the marquis personally writing a letter hurrying him on was extremely urgent, so Zhao Jingdian had changed this limit to ten days.


I hope that this can be of help to Lord Marquis! Zhao Jingdian quietly said to himself.


……


While the pace on the construction of the cement road was being quickened, countless chimneys across the Central Plains were belching out black smoke. All the sword-smithing clans, sword shops, and smiths had begun to fully mobilize, frenziedly working on the steel modules that Wang Chong required.


If one looked down from the skies and viewed these tens of thousands of sword shops and smiths, they would see a most grandiose and magnificent sight!


"Pack up all these steel modules! I need them to be delivered to Qixi as quickly as possible! As for payment, there's no need to worry about that. Our customer is the Wang Clan of the capital, and there's nothing more trustworthy than a clan of ministers and generals. The buyer is precisely the Young Marquis whose title was personally bestowed by the Sage Emperor."


In an ancient residence within Jiangnan, a refined steward dressed in blue robes was currently pressing a caravan to quickly load the steel modules onto the carriages. Having already gone through the process once, these sword-smithing clans had greatly increased their speed and efficiency.


"Save it! The Qixi Protector-General, eh? Our Great Tang's Eighth Great General! Is there anyone in the Great Tang that doesn't know of him? Relax! I'm not concerned about such things."


Outside the estate, the burly caravan leader gave a hearty laugh and made a gesture. With the clinking of bells, this caravan of ten-some carriages immediately set off for Qixi.


East to west, north to south, thousands upon thousands of such caravans, loaded with countless steel modules, set off on their nonstop journeys to Qixi.


When Wang Chong gave the order, the entire Great Tang was available for him to use.


……


Time slowly passed. Eight days later, the two-zhang-wide cement road finally arrived in Wushang, causing a great stir within the City of Steel.


"Cement road! Cement road! …Everyone, come and look! The new cement road has finally reached us!"


"Ah, let me go and see!"


"I can't believe it! What a strange thing! It's really even tougher than stone!"


In the City of Steel, the atmosphere was jubilant as thousands of workers flooded out of the city. This new cement road in the Great Tang had been built from soft sand and lime, but it was even tougher than stone, could hold dozens of tons of weight. Even those warriors who could strike with the weight of one thousand jin found it very difficult to damage this road, a fact that had already spread throughout the entire Great Tang.


And this brand-new cement road was currently being built from the capital to Wushang, filling the entire city with anticipation.


"Lord Zhao, welcome back."


As fireworks filled the sky, Master Architect Zhang Shouzhi personally led the craftsmen and workers out of the city to welcome Zhao Jingdian.


"Senior Zhang, we meet again."


Zhao Jingdian clasped his hands in greeting and gave a faint smile. The two had fought side by side in the war of the southwest, and were old friends.


"That's right, where's Lord Marquis?"


Zhang Shouzhi buried his hands in his sleeves and said with a faint smile, "Lord Marquis has already gone to Qixi, but even if you go to Qixi, you probably wouldn't be able to find him."


"Oh, why is that?"


Zhao Jingdian's eyes widened in surprise. He had worked day and night on the Silk Road, supervising the construction, exactly so that he could reach Wushang as quickly as possible and meet with Wang Chong. But it was now apparent that the situation was different from what he imagined.


Zhang Shouzhi could see through Zhao Jingdian's confusion and explained, "There's a war going on in Talas, and everyone has placed their hopes on Lord Marquis. How could Lord Marquis possibly sit still at a time like this?


"In addition, don't ask me where Lord Marquis is. Not even I know that right now. Lord Marquis has always been one to carefully ponder his plans, and his thoughts are not something that people like us can fathom."


Zhao Jingdian nodded, his expression pensive.


……


Wang Chong was not in Qixi, though very few people knew of this. Even Xu Qiqin, the person closest to Wang Chong, only knew that he had gone to the Western Regions to see some people, but not even she knew the specific details.


"Lord Marquis, ahead of us is the territory of the Gangke people. These people are extremely simple and don't even know how to ride horses. Does Milord really want to hire them?"


In the northeast corner of the Western Regions, a barren and sparsely inhabited region, Yang Hongchang and Wang Chong were riding side by side. Behind them were five thousand soldiers of the Qixi army. When he heard that Wang Chong was coming to the Western Regions, Yang Hongchang had immediately put down all his other tasks and personally gone to receive him.


But Yang Hongchang was still completely bewildered by Wang Chong's decision.


"If Milord wishes to hire mercenaries, this one knows many decent mercenary groups, any of them more formidable than the Gangke Tribe. In addition, the Gangke Tribe doesn't have a lot of people. They really can't be of use."


"There's no need for that. We can talk about hiring other mercenaries later. This time, I came specifically for the Gangke Tribe."


Wang Chong was riding the White-hoofed Shadow. He waved his hand in refusal, his expression confident and unconcerned.


"But…"


"There's no need," Wang Chong leisurely said. Wang Chong always had his reasons for his actions, never randomly firing off arrows, but there was no need to explain his reasons to Yang Hongchang.


At this moment, a Han general rode up and whispered in Wang Chong's ear. "Lord Marquis, the scouts ahead have sent back word that people have come to bar our path. They are probably the Gangke."


This Han general appeared similar to the guards around Wang Chong, but he wore the armor of the Qixi Protectorate army. During Fumeng Lingcha's tenure, Han generals were quite rare.


Wang Chong had only found him by consulting the register of the Qixi Protectorate army. This person was called Xue Qianjun, and his original rank was commandant. He had served in the Qixi Protectorate army for fifteen years, and though he had made no small number of achievements, he had never been promoted. Upon discovering him, Wang Chong had made an exception and directly promoted him to general, placing under his command all the Han soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army.


As the Qixi Protector-General, Wang Chong possessed an authority that was difficult to imagine. In promoting a commandant directly to general, Wang Chong didn't even need to obtain the agreement of the Imperial Court and the Bureau of Military Personnel. He just needed to approve the decision and then submit a memorial to the Imperial Court afterward.


"Oh? Don't get into a fight with them yet. Wait for me to arrive."


Wang Chong's eyes gleamed as he urged his horse forward. A few seconds later, Wang Chong could see the people that Xue Qianjun had spoken of. These people were natives of the Western Regions, but unlike the tall people of the other kingdoms and tribes of the Western Regions, they were much shorter, only around five feet.


They were also much less muscular, and their bodies were covered in dust and filth, as if they hadn't bathed in six or seven years, their hair tangled into mats. Most unbearable of all was the stench rising from their bodies. Even though he was still around seven zhang away, he could already smell that nasty odor.


Upon seeing them, Wang Chong finally understood why the Gangke had been pushed away by the rest of the Western Regions.
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Despite their wretched appearance, no one dared to underestimate the Gangke, and even the Qixi Protectorate army scouts that Wang Chong had dispatched appeared very cautious around them. The reason was simple: their eyes. Even though their clothes were tattered and their bodies filthy and reeking, these Gangke people had extremely savage eyes, like those of starving wolves.


Anyone who saw these eyes would immediately judge these people to be extremely dangerous. For some insignificant goal, they could suddenly put their lives on the line, savagely fighting until both sides ended up dead.


They really are exactly as the legends described them.


Wang Chong's lips perked upward as he inwardly rejoiced.


The Gangke Tribe was a small tribe rejected by the rest of the Western Regions and known as 'filthy pigs'. But Wang Chong knew them to have a thunderous name that would one day rumble across all of the Western Regions: Kings of Mercenaries!


Of all the kingdoms and mercenary tribes of the Western Regions, these were the most vicious, most reliable, and most loyal of mercenaries, the kings of this domain.


Just like how the Mamelukes were called the Kings of Soldiers and the Kings of Slaughter in the Abbasid Caliphate because they were essentially machines born for the purpose of battle, the Gangke had nurtured this vicious and pugnacious personality through the fact that they were rejected and bullied by all the other tribes, forced to live in this land where they lacked water, food, and clothes.


The barren lands they lived in meant they had no weapons or armor, nor were they able to raise any warhorses. Thus, the other kingdoms of the Western Regions regarded them as a weak tribe, ill-suited for battle and not worth hiring as mercenaries. That the Gangke could not raise warhorses in the primarily cavalry world of the Western Regions was particularly fatal.


This conclusion meant that no one had ever tried to hire the Gangke, causing the Gangke to always struggle on the border between life and death. The number of small tribes like this that disappeared in the vicious and cruel Western Regions was uncountable.


But through tenacious struggle, the Gangke would survive, and through their formidable and indisputable performance in fierce wars, obtain a reputation as mercenary kings. And their loyalty and reliability, their resolve to never retreat, would win the respect and acknowledgment of all peoples.


Five thousand Wushang Cavalry and the soldiers of Qixi were far from enough for this war. Wang Chong needed many mercenaries, and of the most reliable sort. He did not want the Karluks1, the tribe currently considered the best mercenaries in the Western Regions, who might defect the moment the tides turned.




The more such mercenaries one hired, the more harm they would eventually do.


In Wang Chong's view, the most reliable of the countless mercenary tribes of the Western Regions, the one that he could trust to serve as his right and left arms, was the Gangke Tribe.


"Congratulations to user for unlocking the mission 'Kings of Mercenaries'!


"The Gangke are a small tribe of the Western Regions known as 'filthy pigs', but also the future kings of mercenaries. Despised by all, they eke out a miserable existence on the periphery, but their hearts are proud and suspicious of outsiders. To truly obtain their aid, one must obtain their true and heartfelt respect, after which they will become your most loyal allies, never betraying you or regarding you as an enemy!


"Mission success will be rewarded with 1200 points of Destiny Energy. Mission failure will be penalized with 4400 points of Destiny Energy!


"Notice: this mission contains risks. If the Gangke sense your contempt and scorn, they will become lifelong sworn enemies!"


Silence followed, with no other sound.


"Mm?"


Wang Chong's eyes widened as he pulled on the reins of his horse.


The Stone of Destiny gives a notice at a time like this… interesting.


The Stone of Destiny rarely issued missions. In terms of strength and population, the Gangke were a border tribe with very little presence in the Western Regions. But the Stone of Destiny had offered up a reward of 1200 Destiny Energy for this mission. It was clear that even the Stone of Destiny had to acknowledge the importance of these future kings of mercenaries.


Sworn enemies? This is no small price!


With this thought, Wang Chong quickly began to ride forward again. Ahead, the Qixi scout was still in a stalemate with the Gangke. Without Wang Chong's order, this scout clearly did not dare to act on his own. When Wang Chong arrived, the scout quickly moved to the side. The filthy and disheveled Gangke also seemed to understand that Wang Chong was the leader and turned to look at him.


"We've come with good intentions…"


A voice suddenly spoke, not Wang Chong's, but the scholarly and refined Yuan Shusong, riding next to Wang Chong. His expression was natural and open, causing people to inadvertently relax and let down their guard. The Gangke language was a niche language in the Western Regions that few people except themselves spoke. Not even Wang Chong knew how to speak it.


Yang Hongchang had worked in the Western Regions for many years, but not even he knew that language.


Across the Great Tang, only that erudite scholar of the languages of the Western Regions, Yuan Shusong, knew how to speak it.


"This is an expression of our kindness. We hope that you will accept them!"


Yuan Shusong clasped his hands and glanced at Wang Chong, who gave a nod, permitting Yuan Shusong to wave to the rear. Soon after, several muscular Qixi soldiers carrying large bamboo baskets walked forth.


The baskets were opened, revealing wheat flour, corn, grapes, guavas, honeydew melons, and various kinds of meat.


"Food!"


Upon seeing these things, the Gangke couldn't help but cry out in surprise, their eyes brightening. They were clearly tempted, with several of them even subconsciously licking their lips, the hostility in their eyes somewhat fading.


Sir Yuan really was correct…


Wang Chong gave a nod of approval. Yuan Shusong was the finest language scholar of the generation, but he was also an extremely old hand of the Western Regions. He had spent more than half of his life traversing them, interacting with every place and tribe and developing a deep understanding of them.


Not even Yang Hongchang could compare.


In this excursion, it was Yuan Shusong who had advised using food instead of gold to open communications with them, a detail that only Yuan Shusong could have thought of. The reaction proved that this method had been correct.


"What do you plan on doing? Our Gangke Tribe has nothing to give you."


A Gangke immediately stepped forward and began to speak with Yuan Shusong.


"These foods are a show of kindness, a gift to commemorate our first meeting. We hope to obtain your help. This one is our leader."


Yuan Shusong spoke in a refined manner as he turned to gesture at Wang Chong.


His unique temperament was showing its power, as the hostility of the Gangke began to fade.


"Please tell your leader that I wish to hire the Gangke Tribe as my ally."


Wang Chong suddenly spoke, not in the language of the Central Plains, but in the Gangke language. Yuan Shusong had taught him during their journey.


"If an agreement is made, we can offer the Gangke Tribe generous rewards."


Thump!


Wang Chong made a gesture, ordering another bamboo basket to be opened. This one was not full of food, but gold. At this gleaming gold, the Gangke paled. They lived in a very poor environment and had never seen this much gold.


"Please wait a moment. I will inform the leader."


One of the Gangke immediately turned and left, rushing into a small tent in the distance. Wang Chong and Yuan Shusong silently exchanged glances. If they were right, that tent was where the Gangke King lived.


I wonder if it's that one…


Wang Chong gazed at that tattered tent, a thought flitting through his mind.


Heroes were a product of their time, and the world was full of crouching tigers and hidden dragons, far more complicated than one could imagine. Just like how the outbreak of the calamity made the people of the Central Plains realize that a small mountain village in the barren northwest was home to the world's strongest cavalry, the Western Regions was also home to an existence that all people regarded with fear.


Until they truly revealed their edge, all people regarded them with contempt, but when that disaster began to sweep through the world, no one could remain hidden and all secrets were exposed.


The Gangke King was that most legendary existence hiding in the Western Regions!


As the War Saint, Wang Chong was also a legendary existence of the Central Plains, forging his legends through fire and blood. Alas, even as the War Saint, Wang Chong had never met the Gangke King.


The reason for this was simply that the Gangke King had fallen in the early stages of the calamity.


The Gangke were fierce, courageous, fearless, and loyal. Even when the battle appeared unfavorable, they would never retreat, fighting to the last man. This was a positive trait that earned them everyone's respect, but it was also their downfall that others could exploit. Once all the Gangke men died in battle, their orphans and widows were robbed by the other tribes, all their accumulated wealth snatched away.


Now that Wang Chong had reincarnated, he naturally would not permit this to happen again. Moreover, with the Battle of Talas imminent, Wang Chong needed a powerful and fierce ally that also would not betray him.


Tap! Tap! Tap!


That Gangke man returned as quickly as he had left, leaving behind a trail of dust.


"Our deepest apologies. Our leader has said that we Gangke cannot be of help to you. This food… you should take it back."

______________
1. The Karluks were a Turkic people that lived in Central Asia as a vassal state of the Tang Dynasty. They are probably most famous for the fact that during the Battle of Talas, the 20,000 Karluk mercenaries that Gao Xianzhi had hired chose to defect to the Arabs, resulting in a major defeat for the Tang.↩
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"Ah?!"


Yuan Shusong's face was frozen in shock. Never had he imagined that the Gangke leader would not even show them a little face and at least give them a meeting, instead choosing to flatly reject them.




"This…"


Yuan Shusong turned to Wang Chong, momentarily at a loss for words. If the other party refused even a meeting, all their persuasive methods would be useless. Wang Chong's brows were slightly raised, but he was not too surprised.


As expected of the proud King of Mercenaries.


Wang Chong inwardly chuckled. The Gangke King had been quite famous for his pride in his last life. Although the Gangke were mercenaries of the Western Regions, they did not accept mercenary contracts from just anyone. At present, the Gangke were interacting with these Han for the first time, so it would be quite strange indeed if they had agreed to a meeting.


"It's fine. This food is a gift. Sir Yuan, let's go."


Wang Chong gave a faint smile and waved his hand, turning and beginning to leave as Yuan Shusong looked on in astonishment. The five thousand soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army also began to slowly move, leaving the territory of the Gangke Tribe.


When the army had traveled around one thousand zhang, Yuan Shusong turned to Wang Chong with an embarrassed expression, his heart unable to accept this. "Lord Marquis, are we really leaving?"


When he received Wang Chong's summons, he had believed that he would be able to offer some help. The Young Marquis was known throughout the world, and though Yuan Shusong was much older than he was, he deeply admired this descendant of Duke Jiu.


But on this first outing, he had to return in failure.


"Relax—the Gangke will definitely agree. But going faster might not get us closer to our goal. We've communicated our good intentions in this first meeting, and that's enough. As for what comes next… let's just watch and see how the situation changes."


Wang Chong's lips curved into a profound smile.


"Reporting!"


The moment Wang Chong said these words, a mounted Qixi scout arrived.


"Milord! We've found the target ahead! Around two thousand people, currently riding toward Gangke territory."


"Target?"


Yuan Shusong was left dazed by these words as he subconsciously looked to Wang Chong. It appeared that Wang Chong had made more plans than he had imagined.


"Haha, Sir Yuan, there's no need to worry. Let's quietly watch how things develop."


Wang Chong waved his hand, and the five thousand soldiers came to a stop several thousand zhang from the borders of the Gangke territory. After a few seconds, they could all hear the rumbling of hooves. A group of more than two thousand natives of the Western Regions appeared, all with deep eyes, high noses, and loose hair. They flailed sabers, spears, and cudgels, yowling and shouting as they charged toward the Gangke Tribe's territory.


Halfway through their charge, these two thousand people clearly noticed Wang Chong's men, but they only heartily laughed and continued to brashly charge toward the Gangke.


"The Saka!"


Yuan Shusong's eyes widened in recognition. The Saka1 were an extremely powerful nomadic people of the Western Regions, divided into many tribes. Their most defining traits were their tall bodies, powerful bones, and aggressive natures. These people had a habit of using lime to draw an 'X' on the right sides of their horses.




The Saka enjoyed bullying the weaker tribes, and countless such tribes of the Western Regions had been extinguished under their hooves.


"Milord…"


"Just watch."


Wang Chong smiled, already knowing what Yuan Shusong wanted to say.


In the distance, the two thousand Saka had already traveled deep into Gangke territory. The Gangke had gathered and formed a stalemate with the Saka. It was not possible to hear what was being said at this distance, but the Gangke appeared very agitated, flailing their arms as they spoke. Their actions only seemed to elicit laughter from the Saka.


"Lord Marquis, the Saka have always been powerful, and they enjoy enslaving these small and weak tribes, often plundering sheep, cattle, and horses from them. The Gangke were already lacking in food. I'm afraid…"


Yuan Shusong had turned to Wang Chong and was still speaking when screams suddenly filled the air. Trembling, Yuan Shusong turned back around and saw that several Gangke had been run through by halberds. The laughing Saka had suddenly begun a brazen slaughter on Gangke lands.


Thwishthwishthwish!


The Saka had clearly come prepared, and a volley of arrows was immediately launched at the Gangke. Meanwhile, other Saka began to charge, their sabers, spears, and cudgels hacking here and there. The Gangke were unarmed and defenseless, not to mention malnourished, so they were simply no match for the Saka. Their wretched screams rang through the air.


"Lord Marquis!"


"Wait for my order," Wang Chong indifferently said.


Roooar! At this moment, a furious bellow thundered over the land, and a seething wave of energy exploded from the tent in the center of the Gangke lands. Such was the strength of this aura that ten-some Saka who weren't even close were immediately sent flying along with their horses. So abundant was this energy that even the horses of Wang Chong's army, several thousand zhang away, neighed in alarm.


"So powerful!"


"What sort of person is this? How formidable!"


"This person is at least of the Saint Martial realm. I didn't think the Gangke had such a terrifying expert!"


The Qixi Protectorate army commanders around Wang Chong were all shocked, their eyes wide open. These Gangke had seemed like beggars on their first meeting, filthy and smelly, and these officers had paid them no regard. But none of them had predicted that the Gangke would be hiding this sort of expert.


The Gangke King has finally come out!


Wang Chong squinted, his eyes bursting with anticipation.


Wang Chong was not completely clueless as to the relationship between the Gangke and the Saka. Just as Yuan Shusong had said, the two tribes had a relationship of master and slave. As one of the Saka's vassal tribes, the Gangke owed tribute of cows, sheep, and horses to the Saka, and the Saka used this method to hamper the growth of the Gangke.


But even though the Gangke had no capacity to fight, their leader, the Gangke King, was the largest variable, an extremely terrifying and concealed Saint Martial expert.


In the distance, with that explosion of energy, a tall and thin Gangke man, clothed in animal skins and exuding a heroic aura, walked out of the tattered tent. His gaze was frosty and suffused with a vicious killing intent, and those brash and unstoppable Saka were instantly reduced to tiny ants.


"Qie-ke-pa, jie-xiang-si, mo-qi-fa…"


The Gangke King's eyes shone like lightning as his furious voice thundered over a radius of several li, causing warhorses to whinny in fright. Even Wang Chong, with his understanding of the Gangke King, couldn't help but mentally reel in shock at this frightening demeanor.


This was a true lion!


"What did he say?"


Wang Chong turned to Yuan Shusong.


"The leader of the Gangke is angry and has told them to immediately withdraw," Yuan Shusong said as he looked into the distance, this conflict completely absorbing his focus. In his early years, Yuan Shusong had wandered the Western Regions, interacting with the Gangke Tribe, but he had never known them to be hiding such a formidable individual. The Stellar Energy around the Gangke King was like destructive lightning, making him appear like a god.


"Ah-sa-li-lu, ka-li-ye-si-li-la…"


On the other side, the Saka seemed to care little about the powerful Gangke King. Several formidable Saka leaders surrounded the Gangke King and began to berate him.


"Those Saka are threatening the Gangke leader. If he dares to do anything, they will kill all the Gangke," Yuan Shusong immediately translated.


The Saka's threats were clearly effective. The Gangke King appeared extremely apprehensive, his majestic aura shrinking as if out of fear that innocents would be harmed if he attacked.


"Pass on my order. We can move now."


Wang Chong faintly smiled and swung down his arm.


Rumble!


The world instantly began to quake as the five thousand Qixi Protectorate army soldiers began to mobilize. Clangclangclang!Thousands of war halos burst from under their feet like dazzling flames, and this army began to charge into Gangke territory like a mighty flood.


The killing intent of five thousand soldiers charging at once seemed to take physical form, immediately drawing the intention of the stalemated parties.


"It's the Qixi Protectorate army!"


"What are they planning? Have the Tang forgotten the rules? What do our dealings with the Gangke have to do with them?"


"Send a few people to talk with them. We've worked together with the Tang before!"


Several Saka shouted and immediately turned to head the Qixi Protectorate army off, but what awaited them was cold steel. Swish! Cold light flashed and blood spurted. Several Saka, their mouths open as if wanting to speak, were immediately beheaded, their corpses gushing blood as they fell from their horses.


"!!!"


All the Saka were left stunned by this sight. They had never imagined that the Great Tang soldiers would dare to attack them, and this was to help these 'filthy pigs' of the Western Regions!


"This lot of bastards! They actually dare to attack us!"


"They dare to break the rules! Kill them!"


The eyes of the Saka turned red, as even the slowest of them now realized that these Tang were aiming for them. In a flash, the blood surged to the tops of their heads, and they began to roar and flail their weapons as they charged at the five thousand Qixi soldiers.


Although the Tang ruled the Western Regions, as the fierce Saka saw it, these formidable Tang only had some tens of thousands of people living in the region, with the bulk of the long-term population being made up of the various tribes of the Western Regions. The Tang only ruled the Western Regions on the surface, with the Saka serving as the true leaders behind the curtains.

______________
1.The Saka, also known as the Scythians, were a nomadic people of the steppe. However, they were eventually forced south, out of the steppe, due to conflict with other steppe nomads such as the Xiongnu, settling in both India as well as the Tarim Basin, with some of the Saka settling in cities like Khotan and Kashgar.↩
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Bang!


The Gangke watched on in awe as the two thousand Saka clashed with the five thousand soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army in a massive boom, two black waves colliding against each other. "Ah!" Wretched cries filled the air, and the Saka fell into chaos as they were knocked from their horses.


The Saka might have been the strongest of the mercenary tribes in the Western Regions, but they were still no match for a fully-equipped Tang army. Wang Chong had not even needed to exert any of his own strength, just have his soldiers charge, immediately scattering the two thousand Saka. By the end, only several dozen had survived.


The ground was carpeted in corpses.


The strength of the Qixi Protectorate army could not compare to Wang Chong's Wushang Cavalry, but they were still well-trained and tempered through battle. Dealing with mercenaries was a simple task for them.


"Run! Report to the leader!"


"You Tang will regret this!"


The surviving Saka scattered.


"Don't chase a hard-pressed foe! Everyone, come back!" Wang Chong lightly said.


"Lord Marquis! The Gangke leader is coming over!" a Qixi scout suddenly whispered into Wang Chong's ears.


Wang Chong turned his head in response and saw that the Gangke territory was quiet and still, countless pairs of eyes staring at Wang Chong and his soldiers.


Meanwhile, a middle-aged man with a searing pair of eyes was currently walking toward Wang Chong.


"Why did you help us?"


These were the first words the Gangke King spoke to Wang Chong as his eyes cautiously inspected the youth. From his expression, he was apparently not as happy as one would expect.


Yuan Shusong's mouth opened and closed in hesitation.


"Do you know that by helping, you've made more problems for me?" the Gangke King continued. As he looked at Wang Chong, his mouth surprisingly spat out several lines of fluent Han. The Qixi officers around Wang Chong instantly reacted to these words.


"Impudent! We helped you, and you actually blame us."


"Truly someone who returns favor with enmity!"


No one expected this sort of result from helping the Gangke kill the Saka.


Wang Chong smiled and raised an arm to silence his officers.


"Since this is the case, then why did Chief still strike back? Just let the Saka take away all your cows and sheep. Why try to resist?"


"This is our own problem. There is no need for your concern," the Gangke King said in agitation.


"Chief has truthfully already made a choice, so why deceive yourself?" Wang Chong rested his hands on his saddle as he continued unperturbed, "The Tang are friends, not enemies, so why is Chief so nervous? And moreover, Chief speaks such fluent Han that you probably studied abroad in the capital in your early years. Chief should understand the style of us Tang. If the Gangke wish to take their fate in their own hands and throw off the yoke of the Saka, we are Chief's best option."


"!!!"


The Gangke King's eyes widened at the mention of studying abroad, clearly surprised. He once more began to inspect Wang Chong, viewing this young Tang general in a new light.


Wang Chong only smiled. One of the reasons for his conclusion had been that the Gangke could not possibly produce such a heroic man, but the main reason was that token of translucent jade on his belt.


That was a typical Han jade token.


This was one of the primary reasons Wang Chong wanted the Gangke to be his allies.


"I don't know what you're talking about, but the affairs of the Western Regions are not as simple as you Tang imagine. The Saka have tens of thousands of soldiers. You really should not have let them go. They will bring even more people with them," the Gangke King said.


"Hah, then I'll just kill all the people they bring," Wang Chong leisurely declared, his tone oozing with contempt.


The Gangke King trembled all over as he continued to take measure of this youth. This was an incredibly young person, sixteen, seventeen at most. It was extremely rare for a Tang to be a general at such a young age. The Gangke King truly had studied in the Great Tang capital for a spell, and he had gotten to meet many influential individuals, but very few of them had been this young.


What attracted most of his notice were the eyes. They were deep and proud, confident that the entire situation was under control. This temperament, like that of an immovable mountain, was not something any ordinary general could possess.


"You can't kill them all. The Saka will keep coming. They have enormous forces in this area…" the Gangke King said.


"Then just kill all the Saka and get it over with," Wang Chong indifferently said.


His expression was relaxed, but the sharpness in his eyes was dreadful to behold.


"Just who are you?"


The Gangke King blinked, finally speechless. He was finally beginning to realize that the identity of this Great Tang youth was far more mysterious than he had imagined. In a few casual comments, he had declared that he would kill off a great tribe with centuries of history in the Western Regions. Anyone else would be taken for a madman.


But Wang Chong's tone and expression indicated that he was not joking. In addition, those Qixi Protectorate army soldiers still reeking of blood from the battle all seemed to be treating Wang Chong's words very seriously.


Xue Qianjun urged his horse forward and loudly proclaimed, "You Gangke are too ignorant and out of touch. You don't even recognize our lord. He is the Qixi Protector-General, the Son of Heaven's disciple, the Young Marquis of the Great Tang!"


"Qixi's Protector-General!"


The Gangke King's body trembled in shock. Even though he resided in the remote territory of the Gangke, he still knew that in the last few months, two of the most infamous figures of the Western Regions, the Turkic Black Wolf Yabgu Agudu Lan and the Tibetan Brigadier General Dayan Mangban, had been killed by a Tang youth called Wang Chong.


And this Wang Chong had also replaced the tough and domineering Fumeng Lingcha as Qixi Protector-General. It was rumored that Fumeng Lingcha had not ceded his post willingly so that better talent could ascend, but only after he had lost to Wang Chong in a struggle.


In short, there were many legends about him, each of them extremely mysterious.


The Gangke King had never imagined that this youngest Protector-General of the Great Tang would appear before him.


So it was him!


The Gangke King was finding it hard to suppress his shock. He had waited many years for just one chance. If he could get the help of this Qixi Protector-General and the tens of thousands of Tang soldiers, the Gangke people might be able to break away from the Saka. A centuries-long history of humiliation might finally be changed.


Rumble!


While he was thinking, the earth began to quake and a fierce wind began to blow. Wang Chong and the Gangke King turned their heads and saw a sandstorm rising out of the west, and within this sandstorm were thousands upon thousands of people.


The Saka!


The Gangke King's feared predictions had come true. Those fleeing Saka had brought back news and gathered a true Saka army. When he saw this immense force covering the horizon, his heart sank like a stone. He had never been worried about his own safety, but the safety of his people.


"Xue Qianjun, give them the prepared weapons and armor!"


The Gangke King heard this order, and with it, Xue Qianjun and several dozen Qixi soldiers strode forward and placed metal crates in front of the Gangke King. Opening the crates, he was greeted by gleaming armor and weapons…


In the distance, the thousands of Saka were rumbling forward, led by a white Saka steed. Its rider was a man of some thirty years, his body muscular and covered in scars: the leader of this army.


"People of the Great Tang, we Saka have never had any grudges with you, so why must you help the Gangke kill our people?"


The Saka leader brought several of his subordinates and rode up to parley. He paid no attention to the Gangke King; his eyes were fixed on Wang Chong, vicious and surging with murderous intent.


The Saka were the strongest mercenaries, and they did not even fear professional armies.




"Hah."


Wang Chong's lips formed a smile as he slowly trotted his horse forward. As countless people watched on, he slowly revealed his true goal.


"Because I want to use the Saka to make an announcement. Only death awaits the fickle mercenary tribes! All of them will end up like the Saka!"


Wang Chong's declaration was deafening, dumbfounding. Even the Gangke King was flabbergasted. He had believed that Wang Chong had come specifically for him, but only now did he see that Wang Chong's true goal was the formidable Saka!


The surroundings were silent, everyone staring at Wang Chong's domineering figure. His gaze remained fixed on the sea of Saka, his smile slowly receding, his expression turning cold and callous.


The Saka!


This was an extremely formidable mercenary tribe of the Western Regions, but their advantages and disadvantages were obvious. They were fickle and untrustworthy. When they took a mercenary contract, if the opposing side offered a higher price, they might tear up the old contract at any time and begin to attack their former employers.


Through this constant back and forth, the Saka had managed to accumulate enormous wealth, reaching their current prosperity.


In the Battle of Talas, Wang Chong would face wave after wave of Arabs, each of them formidable and their numbers far outnumbering the garrisons the Great Tang had in the Western Regions. If Wang Chong wanted to defeat them, he needed to hire many loyal mercenaries, not the Karluks, and certainly not the even more shameless Saka.


Defection in the midst of battle would strike a fatal blow!


Wang Chong needed to kill the chicken to warn the monkeys, and the Saka were the target of Wang Chong's first slash. Only after the mercenary tribes of the Western Regions clearly understood the importance of contracts, and understood the price for betraying the Great Tang army, could defections in the midst of battle like that of the Karluks be avoided.

______________
1. Apparently, in ancient China, monkeys were very afraid of the sight of blood, so when monkey tamers wanted to capture a monkey, they would kill a chicken in front of them. The chicken's screams and the sight of blood would make the monkeys lose any strength to resist, allowing the monkey tamers to easily capture them.↩
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"Bastard! Never have any of the leaders of the Great Tang dared to say such words. You will regret them!"


The Saka leader was so angry that his entire body was trembling. His face darkened as he spat out these words, and then he immediately turned his horse back around.


"Kill!"


The thousands of Saka cavalry immediately began to roar, their eyes scarlet and the air seething with killing intent as they charged. The times had already changed. In the past, the Saka would have never dared to recklessly attack a Tang army, at least not with such resolve.


But with the fearsome Anxi Great General Gao Xianzhi besieged in Talas with his thirty thousand elites and forty thousand allied foreign soldiers, the map of the Western Regions had changed. This was a generation of revolution, and a single Qixi Protector-General was not worth the Saka's fear.


After all, this was their home.


Rumble!


The warhorses got closer and closer, the thundering hooves placing a heavy pressure on every person's heart. All the Gangke had just about finished putting on the armor that Wang Chong had given them. Taking up the weapons, they gathered behind the Gangke King.


Nearby, the five thousand soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army stood on guard, a lofty and immovable mountain.


Winds would precede a storm, and all of them understood that they were about to confront a foe of unprecedented power, fight a battle in which they were greatly outnumbered!


Two hundred paces, one hundred paces, fifty paces…


The distance was growing smaller and smaller.


"Kill!"


The thousands upon thousands of Saka all had vicious expressions, all of them roaring, but when they were at the height of their power, Wang Chong faintly smiled and finally took action. Boom! Halos clanged and clattered in the air, and in the blink of an eye, they had burst blazing brightly out of Wang Chong's body to sweep over the battlefield.


The Bane of the Battlefield Halo!


In a flash of light, Wang Chong had unleashed three Bane of the Battlefield Halos, which engulfed the Saka like a storm. As everyone looked on in shock, the Saka cavalry began to deflate like punctured balloons, their cultivation levels plunging at incredible speeds.


At this moment, the Saka had faces the color of paper, while all the Gangke were invigorated.


"Kiiill!"


In a flash, like a mountainside giving way, the Gangke and the Qixi soldiers suddenly surged forward, charging into the Saka ranks. Other than the best cavalry of the world, no one could defend against three Bane of the Battlefield Halos, and the Saka were no exception.


"Ah!"


Under the combined assault of the Qixi Protectorate army and the Gangke, the thirty thousand Saka instantly collapsed, blood and screams filling the air as corpses covered the earth.


……


Three days later, a piece of shocking news spread through the Western Regions.


The infamous Saka, one of the strongest mercenary tribes of the Western Regions, had been defeated by the Great Tang's Qixi Protectorate army together with the Gangke Tribe. With the Great Tang's ardent support, the Gangke had swept through the Saka tribes. The men were killed while the women and children were dragged away, and all the cows, sheep and warhorses were taken away by the Gangke.


The Gangke that the rest of the Western Regions had called filthy pigs had displayed enormous strength in their battles with the Saka. They were fierce, tenacious, and fearless of death, presenting a completely different Gangke from the ones that they knew. A Gangke with armor, weapons, and a horse could even defeat a Saka in a one-on-one battle.


All the mercenary tribes of the Western Regions were stunned by this news.


But the most shocking of all was the proclamation made through the death of the Saka by the Qixi Protector-General backing the Gangke.


The Saka were exterminated because they were fickle and went back on their oaths. In the Western Regions, any mercenary tribe that went back on their mercenary contract and casually betrayed their employer would end up just like the Saka!


The news left the countless mercenary tribes quivering in fear, with many of them thinking back on their past conduct in panic. The originally chaotic mercenary situation in the Western Regions was given a massive blow by this event. Meanwhile, the rise of the Gangke made some other mercenary tribes see an enormous chance.


After the Saka were exterminated, their wealth, women, cows, and sheep were not taken by the Tang, but given to the Tang's helpers, the Gangke!


Danger and opportunity went hand in hand, and the mercenary tribes of the Western Regions could see that with Wang Chong's appearance, things were changing.


……


Time slowly passed. Wang Chong, Li Siye, Chen Bin, Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, Zhao Jingdian, Xu Qiqin… everyone worked together like parts of a machine, all of them madly whirring and revolving in preparation for the upcoming war against the Arabs.


The entire world was silent, but in the deepest depths of this silence, thunder was rumbling.


In the distant northwest, west of the northern Tibetan Plateau, lay Greater and Lesser Balur.


Rumble!


A black fortress stood here, with a massive chasm before it and a steep cliff behind it. There was a boom as this city on the easternmost border of Lesser Balur suddenly opened its gate and let down the drawbridge. This bridge was more than one zhang wide and ten-some zhang long, long enough to span the gap between the cliffs and allow passage over the chasm.


At this moment, the rolling of wheels could be heard, and black carriages trundled out of the gate, loaded with Hyderabad ore. Around these carriages were Sindhi monks, their skin pitch-black and caked with dirt. Behind them were Kong Zi-an and his one thousand Wushang Cavalry.


Their armor was covered in deep and hair-raising gashes, and peppered with gaps and chinks. Through these chinks, one could see that the skin underneath was black, as if the owner had fallen into a mine full of sludge. Compared to when they had set off, Kong Zi-an and his men seemed like they had been through a battle which they had barely managed to escape alive.


Each of them had haggard expressions and bodies covered in wounds, but their eyes remained bright and energetic, blazing with a flame that would never extinguish.


"We've finally returned!"


Upon seeing the faint silhouette of the Tibetan Plateau, Kong Zi-an gave a long sigh. In these twenty-some days, only he understood what had happened in that journey deep into Sindhu. As he watched the sun slowly rise from the east, Kong Zi-an felt like he was seeing the daylight for the first time in a while.


"Let's go. General is still waiting for us on the plateau."


Kong Zi-an pointed his sword forward as he spoke to his troops. With a shout, he galloped off, the one thousand Wushang Cavalry following close behind. These men together with the eighty-some Sindhi monks continued their journey to the plateau.


Behind them, within the black fortress, countless people silently watched as they left, their expressions full of respect.


In these twenty-some days, they had seen the legends these Tang soldiers had carved out for themselves in northern Sindhu and Greater and Lesser Balur, what miracles they had wrought.


"These are true heroes!"


The muscular lord of the city took off his helmet and gave a respectful bow to their retreating backs.


This was the respect afforded to the truly brave!


……


On the northern Tibetan Plateau, banners snapped in the wind. Li Siye, mounted on his Ferghana steed, was still waiting on the plateau like an immovable mountain. Over these twenty-some days, Li Siye and his one thousand soldiers had silently waited for the return of their comrades.


"Milord, they're coming!" an ecstatic voice declared.


Li Siye followed the scout's finger and saw that a long convoy was slowly approaching. He could tell at a glance who was leading it.


"It's Kong Zi-an!"


During this period, Li Siye's face had been as unchanging as a rock, the same no matter what the weather was, but when he saw Kong Zi-an's convoy, he broke into a beaming smile.


The Hyderabad ore!


Only Li Siye and Kong Zi-an knew the true significance of this special ore to Wang Chong's five thousand Wushang Cavalry. Without Wootz Steel weapons, the Wushang Cavalry could not be considered the best in the world. Without these unstoppable and peerlessly sharp weapons, the Wushang Cavalry could not display their maximum power, and without that, there would be no way of salvaging that battle on the other side of the Cong Mountains, no way of defeating that powerful foe.


Amongst all things, this Hyderabad ore that could be forged into Wootz Steel weapons was a true strategic resource, the thing which Wang Chong placed the most importance on. Li Siye had stood sentinel here for so many days precisely so that he could see this sight.


"Kong Zi-an, I've troubled you. When Lord Marquis sees this, he will definitely be ecstatic!"


Li Siye rushed over and patted Kong Zi-an on the shoulder.


Kong Zi-an half-kneeled and respectfully said, "This subordinate completed his mission!"


"Mm!"


Li Siye's eyes were bright as he carefully examined the one thousand Wushang Cavalry behind Kong Zi-an. They had all gotten much thinner and much tanner, but they were also more vigorous, powerful and determined. Li Siye mentally gave an approving nod. He had been looking for an opportunity this entire time to train Kong Zi-an and temper his strength so that he could become an outstanding general who could take care of himself in battle.


From what he could see, this objective had been achieved.
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"Let's go! Lord Marquis must be getting nervous. He'll definitely be delighted to hear this news!" Li Siye said.


Six thousand jun of Hyderabad ore was equivalent to six thousand sharp and unstoppable Wootz Steel swords, more than enough to equip the five thousand Wushang Cavalry. This meant that Qixi now had a truly terrifying force that could decide the outcome of a battle. No normal person could imagine this kind of power.


Rumble!


The two thousand-man units of Wushang Cavalry combined and escorted the Hyderabad ore onto the plateau, traveling through the northern regions of the Tibetan Plateau to return to their own territory… not the Qixi Protectorate, but the City of Steel. There, many craftsmen, smiths, and furnaces had been prepared, Zhang Shouzhi having already readied a large workhouse and many pine logs shipped from the capital. Only there could the Hyderabad ore be forged into the famous Wootz Steel swords!


Caw!


As the large convoy and the two thousand Wushang Cavalry crossed through the northern region of Ü-Tsang, countless Tibetan vultures appeared in the sky, along with countless Tibetan scouts in the distance. These people constantly came and went, but Li Siye and the others treated them as if they didn't exist. The Tibetan scouts only ever dared to observe from a distance, not ever daring to approach.


After the battle of the triangular gap, the soldiers of the City of Steel and Qixi made all the Tibetans in the north pale in fear. Moreover, the northern region of Ü-Tsang no longer had the soldiers to deal with them.


Bang!


Several hours later, when Li Siye and the convoy of six thousand jun of Hyderabad ore arrived at Wushang's City of Steel, the entire city exploded with cheers for the returning heroes. Zhang Shouzhi, Zhao Jingdian, and even Cheng Sanyuan, Su Shixuan, and Xu Qiqin rushed back to welcome him.


The most important object in Wang Chong's plan had finally arrived, firming up everyone's resolve.


"What!"


Wang Chong was recruiting mercenary tribes en masse in the Western Regions when he got the news. He immediately left the mercenaries to the Gangke King and Xue Qianjun, and galloped back to the City of Steel. Upon his return, he immediately went to the large smithy made from steel modules set up in the western part of the city and gathered more than one hundred elite smiths to begin work on forging the Wootz Steel swords.


Six thousand jun of Hyderabad ore!


This was probably the largest Hyderabad ore deal in the Central Plains since Wang Chong's reincarnation, perhaps in the entire world!


This was not the only piece of news to galvanize the crowd. On the Western Turkic Khaganate's side, once the three thousand Wushang Cavalry had finished sweeping through the nearby water sources and crushing the thirty thousand soldiers the Turks had in the Qixi area, it had even begun to threaten the Turkic tribes and shepherds even deeper into the steppe. In the face of Wang Chong and Qixi's edge, the Khagan's court in Mount Sanmi finally responded.


The Western Turks were willing to offer two hundred thousand high-quality Turkic warhorses in exchange for the Fourth Prince and the withdrawal of the Qixi Protectorate army from Western Turkic territory! All the warhorses would be delivered as quickly as possible to Qixi, but Wang Chong's soldiers also had to first withdraw from the Turkic steppe and no longer attack any of the Turkic shepherds!


When this news arrived at the City of Steel, everyone was left stunned.


That this Turkic Fourth Prince would be worth so much had left them all slack-jawed and wide-eyed! Although Hulayeg had said that the Fourth Prince was deeply cherished, as the Black Wolf Yabgu would not otherwise have brought him to the battlefield to help him build merit, this value was still beyond what they had imagined.


"Truly picked up a treasure!" Xu Keyi muttered to himself as he slowly digested the news.


He had been on the front lines of this entire incident. He had taken part in the battle for Qixi Armory and had personally captured the Turkic Fourth Prince and the other captives. In addition, he had been the one to report the news of the Fourth Prince's capture to Wang Chong. But those two hundred thousand warhorses still felt like a dream that he could wake up from at any moment.


He clearly remembered that Hulayeg had stated in one of his letters that the limit of the Western Turkic Khagan was one hundred thousand high-quality Turkic warhorses, but the current price was double that.


"Hulayeg! It must be that bastard's doing…"


Xu Keyi suddenly understood as the image of that plump horse merchant flitted through his mind. This could only be his work. Otherwise, not even the great harm to the Turkic soldiers and shepherds on the western border would have compelled such a price from the Turks.


"This fellow is really quite impressive!"


But the good news was still coming. Several days later, carriage after carriage packed with steel modules appeared outside the City of Steel. The historic cement road that went between the capital and Wushang had drastically decreased the transportation time of the steel modules.


The arrival of the first caravan was a prelude to an endless stream, all of them coming from various places across the empire to deliver the steel modules to the City of Steel.


Everything was ready, with only one crucial piece missing. The string of orders that Wang Chong had issued nearly a month ago was gradually beginning to show effect. Massive quantities of supplies, weapons, and warhorses were gathering in Qixi, and bags of grain from the even more distant Jiaozhi were currently being transported to the capital to be sent on to the City of Steel.


Some time ago, Wang Chong had dispatched Zhang Munian to Jiaozhi to research hybrid rice strains. The rice in Jiaozhi could be harvested three times each year, and the produce from that region alone was enough to sustain a local war, with no need for the Bureau of Revenue to allocate any grain to it.


Moreover, with Wang Chong's support, Zhang Munian's hybrid rice research was gradually spreading elsewhere.


Everything was developing on the right track.


The projects that Wang Chong had begun after the war of the southwest were slowly proving their worth.


……


Creee!


An eagle shrilly called out as it flew in the skies several li out from the City of Steel. This three-foot-long eagle made only a single circle in the air before immediately turning back. In the direction the eagle flew was the looming Tibetan Plateau. A Tibetan scout was waiting there, his eyes aimed at Wushang's City of Steel.


From his angle, he could only see smoke roiling up from the city while countless soldiers, craftsmen and merchants gathered around.


The Tibetan scout took everything in, received the eagle, and then immediately began to gallop back into the plateau's interior.


A few moments later, another sharp call could be heard as that muscular eagle soared once more into the sky. This time, however, it did not head toward Qixi, but over the plateau and to the royal capital of the Ü-Tsang Empire.


Time slowly passed, the massive eagle flying through dark clouds and thunderstorms. One day, it broke through the clouds and descended. It did not land directly in the capital, but flew past it to where a stalwart man was silently awaiting its return.


"I've troubled you. Eat up."


A wide palm was raised up to receive the eagle while the other hand offered up a large chunk of meat. With this done, Huoshu Huicang removed the scout's report from the bird's leg. After glancing through it, he walked forward and passed it to another person.


"This boy truly is our Ü-Tsang Empire's greatest foe. As expected, he's planning to move out in response to the incident in Anxi."


Dusong Mangpoje glanced through the letter, unable to repress his grimace as he deeply sighed.


"Alas, at the battle of the triangular gap, all our soldiers in the north were lost, leaving us without the strength to threaten him. Otherwise, we could definitely use this time to give him a little trouble," Dusong Mangpoje regretfully said.


As a famed general of Ü-Tsang, he had been locked in a stalemate with Longxi's Big Dipper Great General for many years, but never had he been handed such a massive defeat as by that Wang Chong in Qixi. Now that he thought back, he realized that he had still been too reckless, resulting in the greatest humiliation of his entire life.


"But it's too late to talk about that. We lost, and the Western Turks lost as well. There's no one left in Qixi who can threaten him, and no one can contend against the Great Tang's power. If we can't stop them, then I'm afraid that our soldiers will never again be able to charge out of the plateau."




"Mm."


Huoshu Huicang nodded.


"Everything that's happened is exactly as he predicted. Let's go. If we want to defeat that boy, prevent any reinforcements from reaching the Anxi Protectorate army, and deal a damaging blow to the Great Tang's influence in the Western Regions, we can only rely on him."


Dusong Mangpoje nodded, a look of respect in his eyes, and he followed Huoshu Huicang to the nearby steel building on the outskirts of the royal capital.


There was only one place in the Ü-Tsang Empire that was completely made of steel.


The prison!


After showing their tokens, the two Ü-Tsang Great Generals walked side by side into the gloomy prison, descending the stairs. The prison was dark and damp, the torches spaced every four feet along the walls emitting a weak light. Guards lined the walls like stone statues, only their fierce eyes proving that they still breathed.


Both of the generals felt a mixture of emotions as they silently walked through the corridors. Deep within the prison, in the only one-man cell, the pair finally saw that person.


Through the bars, they could see a man listlessly sitting on the floor, his hair disheveled and his clothes ragged. A long period without a bath had left this man with a pungent stench, but that person seemed to not care. He was muttering to himself, his eyes completely focused on the ground.


When Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje walked in, he was currently scrabbling some complicated symbols on the floor with his fingers. The pair could see that the ground was covered in all sorts of strange pictures, words, and symbols. They covered the entire cell like ants, extending from the floor to the walls.
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Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje could understand some of the symbols and words, but there were others that left them completely mystified.


Yet in the face of the enigmatic symbols and that madman in the cell, these Imperial Great Generals showed no contempt in their eyes, only a deep respect, as this madman had another important identity.


Great Minister of the Ü-Tsang Ngari Royal Lineage, Dalun Ruozan!


Ever since his defeat, Dalun Ruozan had been imprisoned deep in the prison. Other than Imperial Great Generals like Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje, almost no one was able to meet with him.


Dusong Mangpoje and Dalun Ruozan belonged to different Royal Lineages, so they had rarely interacted. He only knew that this was an intelligent man, skilled in strategy. The first time Huoshu Huicang brought him to the cell to see him, Dusong Mangpoje dared not believe that this disheveled prisoner murmuring to himself like a madman was that elegant and refined Ngari Great Minister.


Dusong Mangpoje had come full of anticipation but returned with disappointment over this method that Huoshu Huicang said could defeat Wang Chong and the Great Tang. Only one month after, when the Battle of Talas broke out, did Dusong Mangpoje realize just how wrong he was.


"How long has Great Minister been in this state?" Dusong Mangpoje asked a prison guard.


The guard bowed and replied, "Great General, it has been more than two hours now. He apparently can't hear anything, and he hasn't touched his food."


Dusong Mangpoje glanced around and saw the now-cold food by the door to the cell.


"I see. You're dismissed."


Dusong Mangpoje waved his hand, ordering to the guard to leave.


Once the guard left, the prison fell silent, other than the scratching of Dalun Ruozan's finger along the floor. Dusong Mangpoje and Huoshu Huicang remained standing outside the cell, silently watching him and doing their best to not alarm him.


If we want to defeat that young Protector-General, halt the Great Tang's influence in the Western Regions, and change the relationship between Ü-Tsang and the Great Tang, we can only rely on him.


As this thought ran through Dusong Mangpoje's mind, his gaze subconsciously turned to Dalun Ruozan's right. There was an extremely complicated map, with several inexplicable characters written on it.


Talas!


Dusong Mangpoje had recognized at a glance the city in the heart of the map.


Those who didn't know the truth might have believed that Dalun Ruozan was analyzing the current situation at Talas, but Dusong Mangpoje knew that this map had appeared a month before the Battle of Talas. Unfortunately, the words on the map were written in the lost language of the Great Bon religion. Outside of Dalun Ruozan, there was probably a vanishingly small number of people in the entire Ü-Tsang Empire who knew this ancient language.


Dusong Mangpoje was no different from the vast majority.


After the defeat in the southwest, Dalun Ruozan has been jailed for several months. He had no communication with the outside world, yet who could have imagined that before the Battle of Talas had even broken out, he had already predicted this war between the Arabs and the Great Tang, even determining where the decisive battle would take place? Unfortunately, the Tsenpo ordered that Dalun Ruozan be imprisoned. Otherwise, with his help, perhaps the battle at the triangular gap would have turned out differently and Dayan Mangban wouldn't have needed to die.


When he thought about Dayan Mangban, a flash of pain appeared in Dusong Mangpoje's eyes, one that might never fade away.


Time slowly passed, and finally, Dalun Ruozan's body shook. Dusong Mangpoje and Huoshu Huicang trembled as well, immediately recognizing that Dalun Ruozan had awoken from his stupor.


"You've come," Dalun Ruozan said, not even raising his head.


"Great Minister, all is as you predicted. That youngest son of the Wang Clan defeated Fumeng Lingcha and took the seat of Qixi Protector-General. In addition, Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi has been surrounded by the Arabs. Right now, that Great Tang youth is readying his soldiers to reinforce Talas," Huoshu Huicang said as he stood outside the cell. "Great Minister, are you still not coming out?"


"The time is not right…"


Dalun Ruozan's voice echoed through the cell as he raised his head, pushing aside his unkempt hair to reveal a face pale from lack of sunlight. Despite his haggard appearance, his eyes still shone with boundless intelligence and vigor.


Although he appeared a complete mess, lacking all of his former grace and refinement, Huoshu Huicang knew that this was still that farsighted strategist that he knew.


"Now is not the time for me to come out. Our opponent's intuition is far more sensitive than any of you can imagine. The slightest movements could arouse his wariness and make him perceive our plans, leading all our efforts to be in vain."


Dalun Ruozan raised his head for only a moment before dropping it back down to look back on the ground. The light flick of his right sleeve to sweep the ground of dust showed that he still had all of his elegance.


"In addition, don't call him a youth. His abilities can no longer be measured by his age. If all of you only see his age, then the only thing awaiting you is defeat."


"Yes! Great Minister!" Huoshu Huicang respectfully said, lowering his head.


Only those who knew of Dalun Ruozan's resolve knew what he was up to, and it was for this reason that Huoshu Huicang's respect for him had only increased. As Huoshu Huicang had said before, Dalun Ruozan had interacted with Wang Chong once and forced him into desperate straits, with the two very closely matched. If there was anyone in the Ü-Tsang Empire who could defeat Wang Chong, if one excluded the Imperial Great Minister who never strayed far from the Tsenpo's side, then it could only be Dalun Ruozan.


"Dusong Mangpoje, you've come quite a few times now. Are you still thinking about the battle of the triangular gap and Dayan Mangban's death?"


Dalun Ruozan continued to draw on the ground as he spoke.


"Yes!"


Dusong Mangpoje's expression darkened and pain flashed through his eyes, but he did not deny the truth.


"Stop thinking about past successes and failures. The time isn't right. Even if I had appeared with you there, we would have still lost in the end, and the result would have remained unchanged," Dalun Ruozan lightly said.


"But this is a child still in his teens. Is it really impossible for us to defeat him?" Dusong Mangpoje said.


"Didn't you already try?" Dalun Ruozan indifferently said, his voice echoing through the cell.


Dusong Mangpoje instantly fell quiet.


"You tried, we tried, and you've seen the results. What appears like a coincidence is actually inevitable. Do not look down on him. He has never been alone, nor should you ever regard him as if he's alone. He's a master of seizing opportunities, able to use all the conditions available to him to weave a massive net with him at the center. Wasn't he the one who invited that pair who defeated and wounded you?" Dalun Ruozan leisurely said. Although he was still in his cell, he gave off a feeling like he could see and understand all secrets.


Dusong Mangpoje's expression grew darker and darker.


He was not willing to admit it, but his intuition told him that everything Dalun Ruozan had said was true.


"The war of the southwest, the battle at Longxi, the battle at the triangular gap—with these three wars, we have lost all ability to challenge the Great Tang. Nothing can change this fact. Meanwhile, with the death of the Black Wolf Yabgu Agudu Lan, the Western Turks also lack the strength to pose any threat. Moreover, in their thousands of years battling the Central Plains, the Turks have never once won. The Great Tang is the strongest dynasty of the Central Plains, and we can no longer defeat them in the Western Regions."


Dalun Ruozan's voice seemed to come from the depths of the void and his eyes seemed to see through all.


"Right now, the only opportunity… is right here!"


Dusong Mangpoje and Huoshu Huicang followed Dalun Ruozan's seemingly magical finger as it jabbed at the map of Talas on the cell floor.


"…In the entire world, the only people to not have fought with the Tang are the Arabs. That will be our only chance, our last chance! This is the conclusion I've obtained after studying this problem in this cell for several months. If not even the Arabs can stop them, then all of the Western Regions will fall into the hands of the Tang, and no one will be able to move them from their place!"


The prison fell into silence, neither Huoshu Huicang nor Dusong Mangpoje saying a word, still dazed from Dalun Ruozan's words. No one could understand what sort of psychological journey Dalun Ruozan had undertaken in these last few months.


Even Huoshu Huicang, Dalun Ruozan's colleague of many years in the Ngari Royal Lineage, had been given a severe shock when he saw Dalun Ruozan's appearance for the first time. His eyes and bearing were completely different from what he remembered, as if a whole new person was standing before him. But despite all that, Huoshu Huicang knew that Dalun Ruozan was still Dalun Ruozan.


But the Dalun Ruozan in the cell had already washed away all his attachments, becoming even more intelligent, even more terrifying.


The deaths of the more than two hundred thousand warriors and the now-deserted steppe of the Ngari Royal Lineage had created this Dalun Ruozan. That youth in Qixi probably did not know that while he had won in the southwest, he had also created an even more terrifying opponent.


"Understood."


After some time, Dusong Mangpoje's voice echoed through the prison, and he finally lowered his head. This was a display of respect to Dalun Ruozan, and also one of subservience.


"Great Minister, be at ease. Starting from now, I will do all I can to assist in Great Minister's efforts. But I still have one last question… soldiers!"


Dusong Mangpoje broached the crucial question. Even though the three were intent on washing away their disgrace and defeating the Great Tang, restoring the Ü-Tsang Empire's reputation, without any soldiers, they wouldn't be able to do anything. After all, this was a war, not a clash between experts.


But right now, what they lacked the most was soldiers!
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In the war of the southwest, almost all the soldiers of the Ngari Royal Lineage were lost, and at the triangular gap, the soldiers of the northern region suffered a similar fate. There were two Great Generals and one wise minister, but none of them had any soldiers to command, a truly difficult problem that needed to be resolved.


"You don't need to worry about that. I've already prepared everything," Dalun Ruozan indifferently said, apparently having already predicted that Dusong Mangpoje would bring up this topic. As he spoke, he glanced at Huoshu Huicang.


Dusong Mangpoje suddenly turned in understanding to Huoshu Huicang. In this period of time, he had kept so close to Huoshu Huicang that he might as well have been his shadow. He knew everything about Huoshu Huicang's comings and goings, but he had never seen him meet anyone, much less borrow soldiers.


But Dusong Mangpoje knew that Dalun Ruozan would not lie.


"My deepest apologies. I did not tell you everything."


Huoshu Huicang was quiet for a few moments, a hint of apology in his eyes.


"Before I went to the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple to see you, I had already complied with the Great Minister's orders and gone to see many people to borrow soldiers. Our Ü-Tsang has already been defeated three times and lost many soldiers, but we've essentially not won once in our battles with the Great Tang, and even Zhangzhung Training Center was destroyed. Just like us, they also wanted an opportunity to alter our situation, seeking out a chance to topple the Great Tang and revitalize our Ü-Tsang."


As Huoshu Huicang spoke, he turned to a gloomy corner of the prison.


"Come out!"


The prison was silent, and then after a few moments, a muscular figure with a saber slung across his waist, his body exuding a baleful and bloody aura, walked out from the shadows.


"Great General Dusong, long time no see!"


Upon seeing this figure, Dusong Mangpoje's body shuddered in understanding, and relief began to wash through his eyes.




……


Several days later, in the early morning, the smithy in the western part of the City of Steel was cleared of all craftsmen. All light sources were covered up, and Wang Chong was left alone in the smithy, unfinished Wootz Steel swords piled up around him in small mountains, on piles of burning pine branches.


These future alluring and precious swords were pitch-black and utterly unappealing. But Wang Chong was well aware that they would soon glimmer with cold light, their surfaces covered in enchanting whorls and lines.


"It's about ready!" Wang Chong said as he felt the surrounding temperature and humidity. The quenching of Wootz Steel swords had very strict requirements. It needed to be done in the early morning, before dawn's first light, a brief moment that Wang Chong needed to grasp. Moreover, the secret to forging Wootz Steel swords was one that Wang Chong had never spread to others, not only for his sake, but to prevent the secret from being leaked to the Arabs.


Thus, up until now, although Wang Chong had taught the first few steps for forging Wootz Steel to other craftsmen, he continued to personally carry out the last and most crucial steps.


Buzz!


With a thought from Wang Chong, a flood of majestic Stellar Energy burst out from his body to wrap around the unfinished swords. Splash! Water flew everywhere as the red-hot swords were thrown into the massive metal basin in the center of the smithy.


The basin contained the quenching fluid that only Wang Chong knew the mixture to. Hisss! As the swords were thrown in, the massive basin began to let off thick clouds of steam.


The steps to forging Wootz Steel were all extremely strict, and in normal circumstances, each Wootz Steel sword would have to have its own smith working on it. But Wang Chong was different. In both the west and the east, in all the history of smithing, rarely did Saint Martial experts participate in the actual work of forging swords.


That was simply an extravagant waste of resources!


With his powerful cultivation and his understanding of temperature, moisture, and the steps of the forging process, Wang Chong was the only person capable of forging several hundred Wootz Steel swords in one go.


Time slowly passed, and less and less steam began to rise from the surface of the metal basin. Finally…


Splash!


Waves of water surged as Wang Chong used his tremendous Stellar Energy to bring the swords out of the water. In the dim sunlight, the nearly five hundred swords gleamed like scales, a school of fish swimming and rolling through the air, shining with a silvery light.


Just glancing at this sharp light made one feel like their eyes were being cut, and even the sunlight seemed to be cut in two.


Anyone who saw this sight would be astounded by this beauty!


Wootz Steel swords!


Under Wang Chong's control, these nearly five hundred precious Wootz Steel swords were finally finished. He was the only person in the world capable of such a feat.


"Success!"


Wang Chong relaxed, and when he looked at those simple and extremely sharp Wootz Steel swords, an indescribable joy filled his heart.


The greatest shortcoming of the Wushang Cavalry was slowly being taken care of. No one doubted the strength of this cavalry, but without the appropriate weapon, they would never be able to utilize their full strength, a fact which greatly pained Wang Chong. However, the matter of Wootz Steel could not be rushed.


This was not an ore that could be found anywhere in the Central Plains. And even in its area of origin, the Hyderabad mountains, the production was extremely low. Mining it was extremely difficult, and the reserves were extremely small. If not for the foundation Wang Chong had established early on and the Sindhis' fear that they would lose a big customer like Wang Chong with the roads being cut by the Arabs, it would have basically been impossible for Wang Chong to get his hands on the six thousand jun of Hyderabad ore.


With these Wootz Steel swords, we can finally contend with the Abbasid Caliphate's Mamelukes. Even the fact that we have fewer soldiers won't matter as much anymore! Wang Chong said to himself as he snatched at one of the Wootz Steel swords in the air.


"Xu Keyi, come in. These Wootz Steel swords can be distributed to our brothers," Wang Chong said without even raising his head. Whoosh! While still speaking, he neatly placed the Wootz Steel swords on the ground. With this done, Wang Chong turned and left the smithy. Only one batch of Wootz Steel weapons could be made each day, and not even Wang Chong could do anything if he missed this chance.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Outside, Xu Keyi opened the curtains and swiftly strode in.


"Congratulation to user! 2000 points of Destiny Energy have been rewarded!"


At this moment, the familiar voice of the Stone of Destiny rang out in his mind, catching Wang Chong by such surprise that he immediately stopped walking.


What's going on here? Why was I suddenly awarded Destiny Energy?


This was not Wang Chong's first time forging Wootz Steel swords, and nothing like this had happened before. But Wang Chong quickly realized that he was wrong and that the Stone of Destiny's reward had nothing to do with the Wootz Steel swords.


Neigh!


Before Wang Chong had fully left the smithy, the fierce neighing of horses resounded through the City of Steel, thousands upon thousands of them. Rumble! The City of Steel began to shudder and tremble as tens of thousands of warhorses quickly surrounded the city.


"This is…"


Without a second thought, Wang Chong immediately shot out of the room.


Outside the gates, a massive crowd had gathered, many of the craftsmen attracted by the ruckus. As Wang Chong himself walked out, he saw countless warhorses, all of them of excellent quality, neighing and whinnying. This was a vast sea of horses, with a rough estimate placing the number at one hundred thousand at the minimum.


"Hahaha, Lord Marquis, I've returned!"


A brash laughter suddenly grabbed Wang Chong's attention. Hulayeg, riding at the front of the pack, was happily waving his arms at Wang Chong as he yelled.


Even though there were so many people outside the city, Hulayeg had immediately picked Wang Chong out from the crowd.


Gallop!


Hulayeg rapidly galloped up, and when he was ten-some zhang away, his horse made a flying leap that brought it to a steady landing next to Wang Chong.


"Lord Marquis, I completed my mission and brought the warhorses back!"


Hulayeg chuckled as he gave a comical bow, a flattering look on his face.


"Two hundred thousand warhorses in total, all delivered. I hear that Lord Marquis is prepared to head to Anxi, so these warhorses will probably be useful. That's right. The Western Turks wanted to only give you gelded horses, but I secretly switched some of them. There are ten thousand mares and ten thousand stallions here. In the future, Lord Marquis can build up your own herd."


"Not bad!"


Wang Chong's eyes brightened in delight, and he gave Hulayeg a solid pat on the shoulder.


"You've truly rendered a great service this time!"


Just like how the Central Plains placed a strict embargo on salt and iron exports to the Eastern and Western Turks, the Turkic Khaganates placed severe restrictions on the trade of warhorses. Although there were still warhorse transactions, all mares and high-quality stallions were forbidden from being traded, and all the tribes respected this law.


If Hulayeg really had managed to get Wang Chong ten thousand each of high-quality mares and stallions, then he really could set up a pasture and breed his own herd.


This wasn't a matter that was urgent, but it was a project that Wang Chong would have to start one day. Moreover, the land that he had occupied in the northeast corner of the Tibetan Plateau was an ideal pasture for raising horses.


"Xu Keyi, gather some people to handle these horses. Leave behind the ones that we need and then call the Imperial Court to take the rest. Hulayeg, let's go! I'll hold a feast today so that everyone can celebrate your achievements."


"Many thanks, Lord Marquis!"



                                                                        Chapter 862: Court Debate, Decision! (I) 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




With the two hundred thousand warhorses delivered to the City of Steel, Wang Chong held up his end of the bargain and sent the Turkic Fourth Prince back. Meanwhile, he also withdrew the three thousand cavalry from the Turkic steppe. With this, Wang Chong finished the largest ransom of a prince in the history of the Western Regions.


……


"Hulayeg, just how did you do it? Two hundred thousand! This isn't a small number. Even if everything on that boy were made from gold, he still wouldn't be worth that much!"


"That's right! When he heard that this many warhorses were coming, even Lord Marquis was stunned. Let me tell you, I was with Lord Marquis in the war of the southwest, and even at the most intense and grim moments of that war, Lord Marquis never once creased his brow."


"That wasn't all! Everyone knows about Lady Xu. Everything she does is handled carefully and methodically, and she manages countless resources, an astronomical number! But even Lady Xu was flabbergasted when she heard the news."


The City of Steel was brightly lit, and all the guards and Wushang cavalrymen that Hulayeg was friends with had gathered around a table. One of them, a prison guard, had broached a question that the entire City of Steel wanted to know the answer to.


"Heheh, I won't tell. This is my own little secret."


Hulayeg belched and smiled, holding his crowd in suspense.


"Hulayeg, just spit it out. We're all brothers here, so you can tell us," another guard said.


"That won't do. If a merchant gives away their secrets, how could they do business? Just keep guessing!" Hulayeg smugly declared.


The sight of Hulayeg's smug face made all these people clench their teeth in rage. Exchanging glances, all of them quickly agreed to an idea.


"Come, come, come! For your efforts, Hulayeg, your brothers will give you a toast."


"Come, I'll also drink a toast to you. I submit to none of my brothers except you. After all, you've rendered a great service."


"That's right! Everyone, a toast to Hulayeg!"


All of the crowd exchanged toasts with Hulayeg, drinking a cup while he downed one as well. In an exuberant mood, Hulayeg accepted all the toasts, drinking cup after cup. Gradually, Hulayeg's mind grew hazy as he hiccupped, his face reddening as he drank himself into a drunken stupor.


"Let me tell you! There's nothing that I can't do amongst the Western Turks. For the Fourth Prince matter, I had to make bribes both high and low. Amongst the Western Turks, I'm basically all-powerful, able to summon the winds and call the rain."


"You? How could that be? You must be exaggerating!" a prison guard immediately shot back, 'disbelief' on his face.


"What did you say!"


Unable to accept this provocation, Hulayeg straightened his neck, his eyes flying open.


"That's because none of you understand. Let me tell you, don't be fooled by Ishbara Khagan's heroic air. In truth, his ears are rather tender. I just had to give a few bribes to those concubines in Ishbara Khagan's harem, especially the Khatun, the Fourth Prince's mother, and the matter was over and done with. Just think about it. No matter how formidable Ishbara Khagan is, how could anyone stand a throng of women nagging him at his ear all day?"


"Ohhh!"


The crowd was instantly enlightened. They had thought that Hulayeg was some brilliant genius, but he had really just relied on women. This was completely different from what they had imagined, and with the riddle solved, they immediately lost interest and began to disperse.


"Heyheyhey, where are all of you going? I still haven't finished yet!" Hulayeg shouted out from behind.


……


In the distant court of the Western Turkic Khagan, in Mount Sanmi…


With the Fourth Prince's arrival and reunion with the Khatun at the back of the mountain, this incident had come to a perfect conclusion.


However, with the departure of those two hundred thousand warhorses, the steppe between here and Qixi was much emptier, leaving behind only a sense of frustration. But this had been the will of the esteemed Blackwater Shaman, the will of the gods, so no one dared to object.


Very few people knew that deep in the night, when the stars shone over the steppe, two figures seated themselves side by side in the Khagan's tent. There were no lights within, and the two peered out, seeming to see through the tent and into the infinite beyond.


"Venerable Priest, why did you have me agree to Hulayeg's request of two hundred thousand warhorses?"


There was no one in a radius of several dozen zhang around the tent when Ishbara Khagan finally broke the silence. If Hulayeg had heard these words, his soul would have definitely fled his body, all his intoxication instantly dispersed. He had been under the impression that Ishbara Khagan had only agreed due to the pressure from his harem. Little did he know that the truth was completely different.


Ishbara Khagan had only agreed because the Blackwater Shaman had wanted him to.


"Haha, Khagan does not think that horse merchant to be very interesting?"


The Blackwater Shaman's voice came out of the darkness, carrying a thought-provoking tone.


"Interesting?"


Ishbara Khagan frowned. As he thought back to Hulayeg's plump and rather comical appearance, he remained confused.


"Just a clown, an insignificant character. If you didn't want to keep him around, I could have him killed whenever I wanted."


"An insignificant character?" The Blackwater Shaman shook his head. "Khagan is wrong. Could an insignificant character have saved the Fourth Prince?"




"This…"


Ishbara Khagan was momentarily stumped for words. Now that he thought about it, he realized that before Hulayeg had appeared, they had made no progress in their talks with the Tang in the City of Steel, with the other side refusing to engage in any discussions. With anyone else, he would have just dispatched his armies, but that youth in the City of Steel was not a problem that soldiers could handle.


The death of Agudu Lan was proof enough of that.


This had been a stalemate, but when Hulayeg arrived, the Fourth Prince really was returned. Ishbara Khagan had never predicted this.


"Minor characters have their own uses. Is it not enough that this insignificant man was able to save the Fourth Prince from the City of Steel, do something that we could not do? In addition, it is only an extra one hundred thousand warhorses. Khagan's losses are limited, and the horses on the steppe will quickly give birth to more. However, with a little horse merchant like Hulayeg, Khagan now has another communication channel with the Great Tang… In the future, who knows what uses this channel could have?" the Blackwater Shaman lightly said.


Ishbara Khagan lowered his head in thought, but he still could not suppress a long sigh.


"But We are still a little reluctant…"


"If Khagan is reluctant, the solution is very simple. Just wait a little longer."


The Blackwater Shaman smiled, his pitch-black eyes gleaming with a profound light in the darkness.


"Reporting!"


At this moment, the voice of one of Ishbara Khagan's trusted Wolfguards came from outside the tent.


"Great General Duwu Sili has sent a report. He has already pacified the rebellion of the Huyaner Tribe and defeated the army of the Eastern Turks that supported the Huyaner rebels. In addition, he has also defeated the forces of the Beiting Protectorate army that planned to use this opportunity to mount an assault on the north. By noon tomorrow, he should arrive at Mount Sanmi to give a full report!"


Ishbara Khagan's entire body shook at these words, and he inadvertently turned to the Blackwater Shaman.


The Blackwater Shaman silently smiled.


……


Time continued to slowly flow by, and while Wang Chong continued to prepare for the battle at Talas, the entire region of Qixi fell into a period of calm and silence. Meanwhile, the serene Imperial Court was gradually becoming fraught with tension.


In Taiji Palace, an official gave an impassioned plea. "We can't delay any longer! The requests for reinforcements are coming in like snowflakes. We've received more than thirty such letters, and Great General Gao Xianzhi is still besieged at Talas. The Imperial Court must send soldiers as quickly as possible!"


"It's just a minor conflict. Great General Gao Xianzhi has still not been defeated, so why are you so worried, Chen Han? Do you think that our magnificent Great Tang can't defeat a trifling Arabia?"


"Isn't Goguryeo also just a small country? The Sui exerted the strength of the entire country, but didn't they also suffer defeat there? Great General Zhang Shougui was undefeated in every battle, but has he been able to get any farther? Can the strength of soldiers be measured by the size of their countries! Great General Gao Xianzhi is skilled in swift battles, but after so long, we've still heard nothing from him. If something has happened, will you take the responsibility?"


"Ridiculous! Does a month without news mean defeat? If the Great General really did lose, the news would have already reached the Imperial Court. Do you not even understand something as simple as that?"


"Anxi, Qixi, and Longxi are all closely linked to each other. If Anxi is lost, Qixi will be lost, and if Qixi is lost, Longxi will be threatened, and after that, the safety of the capital itself will be in danger. If the Arabs, Tibetans, and Turks are able to make their way through Qixi and Longxi and threaten the capital, this will be a disgrace for all of the Great Tang, and all of you who so vehemently oppose this notion will be criminals of the state! I'd like to see just how you'll act when the time comes!"


Fierce quarrels echoed through the court.


At the beginning, the incident at Talas had not caused much of a stir. Everyone believed that someone of Gao Xianzhi's abilities could easily dispatch the Arabs. After all, they knew of Gao Xianzhi's record. This was the war god of Anxi who had not been defeated once throughout his tenure. But reality had developed in the exact opposite direction.


Urgent pleas for help from Anxi were growing even more urgent, and even though Gao Xianzhi's thirty thousand Great Tang elites had been armed to the teeth, they had still not broken out of Talas. If this was just some minor border conflict, they could have ignored the problem, but in truth, this had never been the case. Anxi was the barrier for Qixi, Qixi was the barrier for Longxi, and Longxi was the barrier for the capital.


One of the reasons the Great Tang had expanded all the way to the Four Garrisons of Anxi was admittedly because it wanted to open up the frontier and exhibit the power of the Great Tang. But the second reason was that it needed to protect Longxi and the capital, safeguard the Sage Emperor!


In all these years, it was only because of the two-layered barrier of Anxi and Qixi that Longxi and the capital were shielded from any major incidents. But if Anxi were lost, none of these officials even wanted to imagine what would happen next.
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"Alarmist drivel! The Four Garrisons of Anxi constitute a minor territory on the border, and Talas is itself a city beyond the borders, a vast distance from the capital. In the future, should we pour out the entire strength of the country to reinforce Anxi when it cries 'emergency'? The Western Regions lie beyond the bounds of civilization, and not even half a Tang lives there. Do we need to waste our resources and exhaust the strength of the Great Tang for some mere foreigners?"


Amidst all these arguments, the official Yang Lu could no longer hold himself back.


Yang Lu was an imperial censor and a typical civil official. Civil officials had always been staunchly anti-war, and amongst the many voices in the court that opposed reinforcements being sent to Anxi, Yang Lu was one of the loudest.


A titled general stepped forward, his face seething with rage. "Military matters are of vital importance to the state. One Imperial Great General and thirty thousand of the empire's best soldiers are besieged at Talas. Should we just stand by as these people die, treat it as a matter of little concern? Then when all the other border generals ask for help, we can ignore them as well? And when the common people face misery and catastrophe, which of you will take responsibility!"


There was no need for King Song to step forward with regards to Talas, as there was no small number of hawkish voices in the court.


Whether in the Sui or the Tang, or any of the other dynasties, the conflict between the civil and military officials had never ceased. The incident at Talas had only served to sharpen this divide.


"The crucial point here is that the war of the southwest has just concluded, and all the protectorates are still recovering. Where would we get reinforcements in such a short time? The Imperial Court has always prioritized placing its soldiers on the border, and the capital and the rest of the interior simply don't have the soldiers. What happens if we transfer the soldiers from other protectorates and some other incident occurs? In the current situation, it's not that we don't want to help Anxi, but we simply don't have any soldiers to send!"


One of the officials who stood more in the middle of the debate could no longer keep on watching and finally voiced his opinion. But the moment he spoke, another voice responded.


"Qixi Protectorate's Wang Chong!"


This voice was soft and timid, apparently worried that it might attract too much attention. But the moment it spoke, the entire court fell silent. Even Yang Lu and the more neutral official were both speechless.


Longxi, Beiting, Andong, and Annan Protectorates had just experienced battles that left them lacking soldiers, forcing them to only passively defend and not aggressively attack. These four areas all had places that their soldiers needed to defend, enemies to be fought against. These soldiers truly could not be taken away so that they could be sent over the Cong Mountains to fight the Arabs.


But Wang Chong's Qixi Protectorate was different.


The Qixi Protectorate had always served as a reserve for Anxi, and Wang Chong was the current temporary Qixi Protector-General. Of the various Protector-Generals, Wang Chong was probably the only one capable of going to Anxi's aid. However, Qixi was traditionally menaced by Ü-Tsang and the Western Turks, and throughout its history, it had always been in a state of passive defense, rarely able to engage in offensives, much less reinforce Anxi.


But it just so happened that Wang Chong had launched attacks targeted at Ü-Tsang and the Western Turks. The battle at the triangular gap had shattered the threat of Ü-Tsang to the west, and the battle at the Qixi Armory had vanquished the threat of the Western Turkic Khaganate to the east.


The Qixi Protectorate was currently in a state of unprecedented safety. There were no armies threatening it.


And as the commander of Qixi Protectorate, the temporary Protector-General, Wang Chong had already proved his abilities in the war of the southwest and the two battles at Qixi. Privately, many already referred to him as the empire's Eighth Great General. There was no doubting his strength, and he was completely capable of holding his own.


There was no one more suitable than Wang Chong and the Qixi Protectorate army for the job of reinforcing Anxi and breaking the siege of Talas, and such an operation wouldn't have much of an effect on the rest of the empire.




"This…"


Even the vehement anti-war doves like Yang Lu and the other civil officials turned pensive at this suggestion.


Bang!


A jade seal stamped down on an official document from the Bureau of Military Personnel. After more than a month of debate, the civil and military officials of the Great Tang had reached agreement with unprecedented speed.


'Qixi Protector-General Wang Chong is ordered to lead his army to reinforce Talas! All needed weapons, supplies, and soldiers should immediately be submitted to the Imperial Court. The Six Bureaus are ordered to offer their full cooperation, with no room for error!'


At dusk, a carrier pigeon took off into the air, flying toward Qixi.


At this moment, all of the Great Tang had eyes on Qixi, on Wang Chong. Whether or not Gao Xianzhi and his Anxi Protectorate army could be saved all depended on Wang Chong!


……


These gazes traveled over the vast earth to congregate around Wushang's City of Steel.


Bang!


There was a massive clanging of metal, and countless furnaces throughout the City of Steel began to belch thick plumes of smoke. If one looked down from the sky, one could see countless craftsmen working within the City of Steel like tiny ants. Meanwhile, outside the city, thousands of soldiers had divided into two sides and were 'charging' at each other.


These soldiers did not belong to the Great Tang, but were mercenaries of the Western Regions, with their characteristic hawkish noses and deep eyes. After exterminating the Saka and recruiting the Gangke, Wang Chong had used his remaining momentum to shower silver over the Western Regions. Using his massive wealth and the reputation of the Great Tang, Wang Chong had recruited many mercenaries.


At least forty thousand mercenaries of the Western Regions had gathered under Wang Chong's banner and were currently training outside the City of Steel. These mercenaries had never gone through any strict training, and so during battle, they had a tendency to simply charge forward without regard for any commands. This was not what Wang Chong required. The Arabs were not ordinary opponents, and a mob of mercenaries would not be very useful against them.


Thus, Wang Chong had gathered them near the City of Steel and had Li Siye and Xu Keyi train them. Just some simple training and drilling in formation would have massive effects on these mercenaries, allowing them to pose a threat to the Arabs at Talas.


On the western flank of the City of Steel, on a massive training ground, large ballistae were lined up. Five people were gathered behind each ballista, constantly loading, aiming, calibrating, and then firing. Boomboomboomboom! A dense volley of ballista bolts was fired, striking the metal targets on the other side.


The metal targets thicker than a finger were cut down like weeds in the face of this ballista fire.


Boomboomboom!


So it went for round after round, batch after batch, every team switching out for a new one after repeating this process one hundred times. During this training, each member worked with complete focus and seriousness. With incredible speed, Wang Chong was realizing his 'ballista team' plan.


In normal circumstances, it would have been impossible to complete this plan in a short time, but the massive amount of ballista bolts in the Qixi Armory had been a great boon to Wang Chong's designs.


Farther off, hooves thundered and horses neighed, creating a massive din. Li Siye had already come back with his two thousand Wushang Cavalry, as had Cheng Sanyuan and his three thousand. The two groups had reformed and were currently engaged in arduous training at the City of Steel.


They were now learning a completely new formation. The Battle of Talas was imminent, and all of them knew that they would be facing an opponent that even Western Regions War God Gao Xianzhi could not deal with, so they needed an even more powerful formation to gain victory.


In the center of the City of Steel, within a building built in the classical style, a handsome youth with straight brows and bright eyes was sitting by a window, silently perusing a book, exuding an elegant and composed aura.


Flap flap! A bird shot through the window and landed on Wang Chong's desk.


"Mm?"


Wang Chong glanced at the pigeon, his eyes twinkling as he subconsciously reached out and removed the letter tied to its leg. With a mere glance, his expression suddenly changed, and a smile appeared in his eyes.


"It's finally here!"


Wang Chong put down the book, the smile spreading from his eyes to his lips. After a long and arduous debate, the Imperial Court had finally reached a decision and bestowed upon him the right to conscript soldiers.


This was exactly what Wang Chong had been waiting for.


Wang Chong had never hoped that the Imperial Court would think as he did and understand the significance this war had for the Great Tang, but as long as he could get his hands on this military decree, everything would be different. At the very least, he could now act free of any fetters.


"Speed is paramount in war. There's not much time, but it should be enough for me to do what I need to do," Wang Chong said to himself as he looked at the decree from the Bureau of Military Personnel in his hand.


The authority the Bureau of Military Personnel had given him was vast. Anything that Wang Chong needed, whether it was soldiers, money, or resources, would be available at his request. No Protector-General or Great General had ever received such treatment. However, Wang Chong understood that this authority was actually very limited. That the Imperial Court had even bestowed this authority showed that it actually could not provide him much assistance.


The Imperial Court actually hoped that he could handle this crisis on his own and was not actually giving him any vast army of soldiers.


Wang Chong raised a brush and began to write a reply to the Imperial Court. 'This lowly subject Wang Chong has received the order, but this lowly subject has several conditions that he hopes the Imperial Court can agree to…'


After writing a few lines, he stopped and began to think, after which he added the names of his father and big brother. After several consecutive wars, the Great Tang was lacking soldiers and in a period of recovery. Even Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han had been forced to borrow horses from Wang Chong, so one could easily imagine that the other border protectorates were also probably not faring very well.
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Given the fact that Li Zhengyi and his forty thousand reinforcements had been ambushed by the Tibetans, resulting in the loss of the soldiers that the Great Tang had barely managed to scrape together from the interior, the Imperial Court was extremely limited in the soldiers it could dispatch.


At this moment, Wang Chong very naturally thought about his father and big brother.


Together, Father and Big Brother should have around twenty thousand soldiers. Although they're infantry, they're very experienced elites tempered through blood and fire, and exceptional on the defense. In the war against the Arabs, they should be very useful. But this still isn't enough. This still isn't enough soldiers to deal with the Abbasid Caliphate's soldiers.


Wang Chong began to recall the information on the Battle of Talas from his last life. In that battle between Gao Xianzhi and Abu Muslim, the Arabs had gathered an army of at least three hundred thousand soldiers, and Arabs were even more fierce and pugnacious than the Tibetans. The soldiers of Qixi would be far from enough to deal with them.


Those auxiliary soldiers in the interior that have never experienced any sort of war won't be of much use. Bringing new recruits like them would be just sending them to their deaths. The Great Tang's soldiers are concentrated in the border protectorates. Zhang Shougui and I have had conflicts, so he definitely wouldn't help me, and besides, Youzhou really is too far to transfer soldiers from. In Beiting, even if An Sishun could help me, he could definitely make up some excuse. As for Longxi… Geshu Han doesn't even have enough soldiers for himself, so hoping that he could help me is simply unrealistic.


At this moment, the only place that I could get soldiers from is the Annan Protectorate. I've already vanquished the Ngari Royal Lineage, and Mengshe Zhao has already submitted itself to the Great Tang. There's truly nothing threatening the Annan Protectorate at this time.


Wang Chong thought for a few moments before adding the name of the Annan Protectorate as well. In this short period of time, this was all he could think of.


He definitely needed soldiers, but with regards to weapons and food, he had the Qixi Armory and the hybrid rice from Jiaozhi, so there was no need to bother the Imperial Court over those. What he truly needed the most, however, was gold. War was a contest of wealth, and gold was the resource that was consumed the most. Moreover, with more gold, Wang Chong could recruit more mercenaries, which was the most practical solution for Wang Chong's problems at this time.


Wang Chong added name after name, and upon finishing, he stood up. Just when he was about to insert the letter into a bamboo tube, he heard thunderous cheers from outside the City of Steel.


"Wang Chong, quickly come! Your second brother Wang Bei has arrived!" Xu Qiqin's voice could be heard shouting from the distant city walls.


"What?!"


Wang Chong's body trembled at these words, and he didn't dare to believe his ears. Whoosh! Putting down the letter, Wang Chong shot through the window.


A few moments later, he arrived at the gates. What awaited him was a sea of people, countless people surging toward Wushang along the cement road. These people all had savage and wicked faces, and were dressed in a variety of clothes. These were not soldiers, but bandits and brigands! Let alone anyone else, even Wang Chong was stunned by this sight.


But he quickly spotted that aloof figure at the head of these bandits.


"Second Brother!"


Wang Chong joyfully rushed forward, and the two brothers hugged.


"Little Brother, I'm here," Wang Bei indifferently said, his expression cold and emotionless, and yet one could see a tiny sliver of warmth in those usually unnerving eyes of his.


Wang Chong's second brother Wang Bei had suppressed his Berserker Syndrome, walked out of the imperial prison, and had even taken under his command many bandits and brigands on the way to Wushang, adding around eight to nine thousand soldiers to Wang Chong's army. No one had expected this, and everyone in the City of Steel felt exhilarated at the news.


The arrival of Wang Bei was like a trigger, as soon after, countless soldiers began to pour in from every direction. First it was the people from Deflecting Blade Manor: Su Hanshan, Sun Zhiming, Fang Xuanling, Xu Gan, Chen Burang, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi… all of them had come.


These future 'general stars' of Deflecting Blade Manor had been dispatched by Wang Chong to the southwest, Beiting, and other areas to be trained. After tempering themselves through battle, each of them had greatly matured.


After that, Wang Chong's requests were swiftly passed, and his father Wang Yan and big brother Wang Fu immediately set off for the Qixi Protectorate. Beforehand, Wang Chong had prepared many military carriages so that their twenty thousand soldiers could arrive as quickly as possible.


Elsewhere, Annan Protector-General Xianyu Zhongtong had received Wang Chong's request. In gratitude for Wang Chong's past actions, he had selected eight thousand elites and sent them to Wushang.


Of these, four thousand were elite cavalry. If not for the particular standards required of the protectorates, Xianyu Zhongtong would have sent Wang Chong even more soldiers.


Xianyu Zhongtong and Wang Chong had a friendship that had been forged through blood and fire, tempered through life-or-death struggles.


In addition, even though the Imperial Court was dearly lacking in troops, it had still managed to gather an extra ten thousand soldiers that would accompany Wang Chong's father and big brother, and the soldiers from the Annan Protectorate army. But the greatest aid the Imperial Court could give to Wang Chong was in money.


A total of ten million taels of gold had been allotted for Wang Chong, with five million consisting of 'gold yuan certificates1'. This money was enough for Wang Chong to hire a large number of mercenaries.




As time went by, more and more soldiers arrived at the City of Steel each day, and Wang Chong did his utmost in his race against time. Every day, countless carrier pigeons and rock eagles were sent to Talas to observe the situation. At the same time, Wang Chong was using the ten million taels of gold given to him to recruit mercenaries en masse and strengthen his forces.


He had even used some of the gold to recruit twelve thousand regular soldiers from Greater and Lesser Balur.


Now, I'm only missing the Meteoric Metal!


In Wang Chong's residence within the City of Steel, Wang Chong looked out the window at the plum flowers on the verge of blossoming and mentally sighed. He had done all he could to prepare the Qixi Protectorate army. Soldiers, money, supplies, Wootz Steel weapons… he had done everything in his power.


But deep within his heart, he still felt a deep regret: the Meteoric Metal.


Even though he had so many memories from his past life, some things still remained beyond his control, with the Meteoric Metal being one of these. His cousin had been searching the islands for the Meteoric Metal for a very long time now, and he should have returned already, but there had still been no news of him.


I wonder how he's doing right now? Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


But Wang Chong had no idea that on the shores of the Great Tang, by the Eastern Sea, a fleet of unprecedented size was arriving.


"Out of the way, out of the way! The fleet is about to enter the harbor!"


"Heavens, which family owns this fleet? How could these ships be so low in the water? Just how many goods are on them!"


"Can't you see? Do you not even recognize the flag of the capital's Wang Clan? You must be a complete newbie!"


"Ah! The Young Marquis…"


The workers on the pier were all stunned, stepping back as they stared at those massive ships.


Clap!


Meanwhile, as the first ship approached the shore, a long rope ladder was thrown from the deck, and sailor after tanned sailor descended. As they took in the familiar world of the Central Plains, they opened their arms and heartily laughed.


"I've finally returned!"


After these sailors descended, gears turned and a long steel plank was raised high over the deck, then swung down. After a few moments of silence, a thin but energetic figure appeared at the end of this steel bridge.


He was dressed in a tattered silk garment, his aura still that of a scion from a noble clan. The long voyage at sea had tanned his skin, and his face seemed hardened from many trials and storms, but those eyes of his shone with unprecedented sharpness, vigor, and dignity.


"After more than half a year, I've finally returned to the Central Plains…"


Wang Liang stood at the end of the plank bridge, his hands held behind him and his hair buffeted by the sea winds as he took in the sight. He gave off the composure and steadiness of an old sailor with decades' worth of experience on the sea. One would find it very difficult to believe that he was really just a youth of twenty-one.


"All the Wang Clan experience glories and losses as one. Cousin, I hope that I haven't delayed you."


The tempering of life, the trials of the ocean, and the tests of life and death had long ago made Wang Liang understand many of the principles he had failed to comprehend in his youth, allowed him to grasp the true essence of a massive behemoth like the Wang Clan. The great clans had the duties of the great clans, and each member of a clan had their own duties. All of them were necessary to keep this behemoth working, and failure would cause it to collapse and crumble.


In the Wang Clan, the spear tip was currently Wang Chong. He was the most dazzling existence in this generation of the Wang Clan, the crucial factor in maintaining the glory of the Wang Clan that no one else could replace. Wang Liang himself was the end of the spear, the handle. But even though each person had a different use, all of them were necessary.


Wang Liang didn't understand military affairs, nor did he understand Wang Chong's plans and aspirations. Thus, he could only support Wang Chong, support his cousin, support the entire Wang Clan, through his own methods.


These thoughts passed very quickly through Wang Liang's mind, and he quickly regained his composure. Gradually, he began to seem like an unsheathed sword, his aura turning sharp and fierce, brimming with awesome majesty.


Turning around, Wang Liang waved his hand and sharply ordered, "Begin unloading the goods!"


In the next moment, the ship began to shake as small iron carts loaded with Meteoric Metal began to come down the plank bridge so that they could be unloaded on the pier!

______________
1. 'Gold yuan certificates' were a type of paper money, which had various names throughout Chinese history. For some reason, the author chose to use the name for paper as it was used by the Nationalist Chinese government in 1948.↩
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Wang Chong's foresight was truly astounding!


Wang Liang still had no idea how Wang Chong, without even stepping out of the house or ever taking a voyage overseas, could have known that tens of thousands of li across the ocean were islands with so much exposed Meteoric Metal. This was truly too mysterious, too miraculous.


But there was one thing that Wang Liang could be sure of.


Those exposed deposits of Meteoric Metal on those islands were far too precious, so precious that even the mere thought of setting off on a return journey with so much of this treasure left behind made Wang Liang's heart ache. And this Meteoric Metal could be snatched away at any time by those conniving great clans.


Thus, after careful calculation, Wang Liang had adjusted the waterline of the fleet, greatly increasing the amount each ship could hold, so the ore that would normally take two journeys to transport could be done in one.


This was the true reason for the fleet's delayed arrival in the Central Plains.


"Heave! Ho!"


The sailors began to call out signals, and very soon, the ore began to be unloaded!


……


Bang!


When the news of Wang Liang's arrival with the Meteoric Metal arrived at Wushang via messenger bird, the City of Steel turned jubilant. The last step in Wang Chong's plan was complete. With the Meteoric Metal, Wang Chong could forge many suits of sturdy armor and fill up the last shortcoming of the Wushang Cavalry.


"Pass on my order! All the great clans of the capital should work together to transport the Meteoric Metal to the City of Steel as quickly as possible. Time is short, and there's no need for the forging of the Meteoric Metal to be done at the capital. It can all be done in the City of Steel!"


Wang Chong was invigorated to hear the news. An eagle flew out the window like an arrow, headed for the capital.


With Wang Chong's order, countless specially-constructed carriages suddenly appeared on the cement road to Wushang, all of them loaded with small mountains of Meteoric Metal as they were driven day and night to the City of Steel. Countless cavalry escorted them, and the bandits and brigands of the Silk Road not only did not try to rob them, but also worked to escort the Meteoric Metal.


Wang Bei's subjugation of the many bandits on his journey west was proving its worth.


Wang Chong's plans had finally matured, and it seemed like an invisible vortex had appeared in the City of Steel, sucking in copious amounts of resources, steel, and soldiers.


"Heave! Ho!"


The training of the army continued day and night, the shouts of the soldiers rising to the heavens. With the City of Steel at the center, a vast number of soldiers had gathered in Qixi: sixty thousand mercenaries from the Western Regions, eight thousand Gangke soldiers, and twelve thousand regular soldiers from Greater and Lesser Balur. On the Great Tang side, there were the twenty thousand soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army, five thousand fully-equipped Wushang Cavalry, the twenty thousand mixed infantry and cavalry led by Wang Yan and Wang Fu, the eight thousand elites of the Annan Protectorate army, and the ten thousand additional regular soldiers sent by the Imperial Court. In total, an army of 143,000 soldiers gathered around the City of Steel.


In addition, Wang Chong had also used part of the gold the court had given him to buy many cows and sheep that could be used as part of his supply train.


Besides all this, vast mountains of foodstuffs, armaments, and steel modules had piled up within the City of Steel!


The City of Steel had become a veritable war machine. At this moment, even the distant Tibetans could feel the thick aura of war hanging about the City of Steel.


A great war was imminent!


The time of departure for the army grew closer and closer. Meanwhile, if one turned away from Qixi, their gaze flitting past Anxi, across the Cong Mountains, and on for another seven or eight hundred li to look upon the faraway city of Talas, one would see that this famous stronghold of the Silk Road was currently surrounded by a vast army of cavalry and infantry.


The cavalry and infantry had formed an endless tide of steel that wrapped Talas in countless airtight layers.


The army made not a single noise, merely exuded a stifling and oppressive aura.


"Milord, the Arabs have already attacked us seven times today. It's been nearly two months, yet their soldiers have not only failed to decrease, but even increased. We can't kill them all! The soldiers can't hold on for much longer!"


The grandiose walls of Talas were famed throughout the Western Regions, but at this moment, they were scorched by the fires of war. At this time, a tall and sturdy general stood next to Gao Xianzhi, his brow fraught with deep worry and unease.


"I know," Gao Xianzhi said indifferently, his hair drifting in the wind. His expression was aloof as he coldly regarded the sea of Arab soldiers below. After nearly two months, Gao Xianzhi's face was so battered by the hardships he had endured that no one would believe that this was that handsome and refined war god of the Western Regions.


As the most famous Great General of the Great Tang Empire's northwestern border and also as one of the Central Plains' supreme peak Saint Martial experts, Gao Xianzhi had slain countless experts. After a fierce battle, Gao Xianzhi would emerge without even a drop of blood on his clothes.


In this world, the number of people that could threaten an Imperial Great General like Gao Xianzhi could be counted with one's fingers.


But now, not only were Gao Xianzhi's hair and clothes stained in blood, the round armor piece on his chest had been shattered. The almost indestructible 'Cloud-Swallowing Divine Armor' gifted to him by the Sage Emperor had been covered in countless cracks by an even sharper weapon, and dark red blood was seeping through these cracks!


If even their commander Gao Xianzhi was in this state, one could only imagine the ferocity and cruelty of the battles the Anxi Protectorate army had experienced in these last two months.


In his ten-some years of military service and his toppling of countless opponents, Gao Xianzhi had never imagined that here, west of the Cong Mountains, he would encounter the most formidable opponent of his life: Abu Muslim and his Arab army!


"What were today's casualties?"


Gao Xianzhi's voice resounded over the wall, but no one could hear any emotion within it.


"Much of our equipment is damaged beyond repair, and our ballista bolts and arrows are on the verge of running out. In addition, the Ferghanans lost eight thousand men, the Karluks six thousand, and our own troops suffered six thousand losses. Right now, not even thirty thousand of our initial seventy thousand soldiers remain. In addition, many of them are wounded. Milord, we can't hold on for much longer. We need reinforcements!!" the general anxiously said.


"Has there still been no news from Anxi?" Gao Xianzhi calmly said.


"Yes!" the rugged-faced general said through clenched teeth. "In these last two months, we've sent countless requests for reinforcements to Anxi, a veritable snowstorm. General Feng has replied that he's doing all he can to get reinforcements from the Imperial Court, but reinforcements have yet to arrive. Milord, your subordinate will write General Feng another letter asking for any more news!"


"There's no need."


To the general's surprise, Gao Xianzhi waved his hand and rejected the notion.


"Milord…"


The general was so stunned that his entire body froze.


"Hear my order. Starting from now, there is no more need to send any requests for reinforcements! Because… there are no soldiers available," Gao Xianzhi indifferently said.


The general next to him was left speechless.


Gao Xianzhi said nothing more, but a complicated mixture of emotions flitted through his eyes. His eyes swept over the earth and to the horizon. Gao Xianzhi knew that he had made a mistake. He had actually already lost the battle. There was essentially no hope left for the Anxi Protectorate army.


His primary strategy had always been one of swift and decisive battles. Whether it was his attack on the Shi Kingdom or his lightning raid on Talas, Gao Xianzhi did not believe his strategies to be mistaken. His only error was in underestimating his opponent.


A mountain cannot hold two tigers. I didn't think that this continent had a foe just as powerful as the Great Tang!


Gao Xianzhi's mind was in turmoil.


The Great Tang was the strongest empire in the world. Goguryeo, the Turks, Ü-Tsang, the kingdoms of the Western Regions—none of them had been able to match it. This was an idea deeply rooted in Gao Xianzhi's mind, an opinion that had never once changed in all his years battling in the Western Regions. As an Imperial Great General and Anxi Protector-General, Gao Xianzhi had once investigated the Arabs, and he knew that Arabia was far stronger than any of the other kingdoms of the Western Regions, his strongest adversary in the area.


Gao Xianzhi had never underestimated Arabia, but it was only when he clashed with its soldiers that he truly understood just how much of its power it had been hiding.


Two hundred thousand soldiers at the start had risen to three hundred thousand, and this number was continuing to climb as if there was no upper limit… This opponent was far more terrifying and powerful than he had imagined. This was not just a little stronger than the other kingdoms of the Western Regions, or some foe on the same level as Ü-Tsang.


This was a terrifying 'colossus', just like the Great Tang!


The Anxi Protectorate could not possibly defeat such a powerful opponent alone.


The war had persisted for two months, At the start, Gao Xianzhi had hoped that he could rely on his excellent equipment and Talas's sturdy defenses to resist the sea of Arabs until reinforcements from the court could arrive. But now, Gao Xianzhi was slowly beginning to understand that this plan was impossible.


The Great Tang currently had no soldiers available!


Longxi, Beiting, Annan, Anxi… As Anxi Protector-General, he understood more than most that these four areas had their own foes to deal with. The Arabs were far too lucky, because they simply didn't have that many enemies. Meanwhile, the Great Tang was too unfortunate, because it was surrounded by enemies.


The Great Tang had hundreds of thousands of soldiers, but all the enemies around it made it difficult to move these soldiers around.


Feng Changqing truly had sent a letter saying that the Imperial Court had agreed to dispatch soldiers as quickly as possible, but Gao Xianzhi knew that this was an empty promise—the Imperial Court didn't have any soldiers to send!


The fates of the thirty thousand soldiers of the Anxi Protectorate army and the forty thousand Ferghanans and Karluks had actually been decided the moment they entered Talas.
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"But, Milord, isn't there still Qixi?"


A voice suddenly rang out at Gao Xianzhi's ear. Like a stone stirring countless ripples in a lake, Gao Xianzhi was suddenly shaken from his stupor. Meanwhile, that general at his side continued to speak, his voice full of hope.


"The Imperial Court has decreed that Anxi and Qixi should coexist, assisting each other when they are attacked. In addition, Anxi is a level higher than Qixi. If Anxi is in danger, Qixi will become Anxi's support in the rear, ready at any time to dispatch reinforcements to assist us. Right now, even if the Imperial Court is lacking soldiers just like with the war of the southwest, doesn't Qixi still have soldiers?


"In the battle of the triangular gap, Dusong Mangpoje was dealt a massive defeat, and Dayan Mangban was killed in battle. And didn't we hear later on that the same person also ambushed Agudu Lan at Qixi Armory, killing the Black Wolf Yabgu and his five thousand elites? Furthermore, didn't he salvage the war of the southwest and defeat the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army of more than four hundred thousand soldiers? Would he also be unable to help? If we can last until he comes with reinforcements, we might still have a chance!" the general anxiously said.


In the past, he would have never said such things, but the situation was desperate.


Gao Xianzhi said nothing, but his gaze was no longer as cold. A ripple had appeared in that placid pool of water.


That boy, huh…


Thoughts began to run through Gao Xianzhi's mind, and he suddenly recalled that several months ago, Wang Chong had written a letter warning him not to attack the Shi Kingdom. At the time, Gao Xianzhi had laughed, finding the letter inexplicable, without rhyme or reason.


But now, an irrepressible thought was surging to the top of his mind.


When that scion of the Wang Clan had written him that letter, had he already predicted today's sight?


But then Gao Xianzhi shook his head, chuckling as he cast the thought aside. Even he had not predicted that he would end up besieged at Talas with his army of thirty thousand on the verge of being completely wiped out, so how could a seventeen-year-old boy?


"Qianli, there's no need to say any more!"


Gao Xianzhi finally spoke, his eyes suffused with that indifference and calm that came from someone who had already put aside any thoughts of survival.


"From here to Qixi is a vast distance, and even if that Wang Clan boy has godlike abilities, even if he's willing to help us… it's already too late, because we won't be able to last that long!"


"Milord!"


The general was left stunned and dazed.


Gao Xianzhi waved his hand, putting a stop to any retorts. Through this battle, he had begun to keenly understand what sort of opponent the Anxi Protectorate army was facing in Talas.


As Anxi Protector-General, Gao Xianzhi had been ever-victorious, winning victory after victory. This was an achievement built not just through incredible tactics and intelligence, but also an indomitable will. Gao Xianzhi was never one to lightly concede, but this was no longer a question of admitting that there was a problem. After two months of intense battle, the Anxi Protectorate army was reaching the end of its quiver. Its lamp was running out of oil.


The Anxi Protectorate army consisted of the cream of the Great Tang's soldiers, with only the best being sent to Anxi. This was a mighty lion whose roar awed the entire western frontier! But even the mightiest of lions could not deal with an opponent that had ten times their number.


In truth, the Anxi Protectorate army had amply proved itself by weathering the furious assaults of the Arabs for two months… they had not shamed the Great Tang!


"Qianli, after all these years, I've realized that I've been wrong this whole time," Gao Xianzhi suddenly said. "In the Western Regions, I always believed that our strongest foe was Ü-Tsang and these little states of the Western Regions. If they were allowed to form an alliance, the foundation that the Great Tang needed centuries to establish in the Western Regions would be washed away."


As the winds howled around, his eyes remained looking forward, and his voice was calm like it had never been before. He had spent far too much of his life buried in the pursuit of fame and fortune. Never once had he understood the situation in the Western Regions so keenly as he did in this moment.


"But we were all wrong. In the Western Regions, our greatest foe has never been some potential alliance of small states, nor was it the nearby Ü-Tsang that has always harassed our borders. No, it is these Arabs that now stand before us. They are even more powerful than the Tibetans, more avaricious than any of the kingdoms of the Western Regions, even more than the Turks… these Arabs are more ambitious and aggressive than any of them. They are the true disaster threatening the Great Tang!


"There's no retreat left for us in this battle. The Imperial Court has no troops to send, so we can only rely on ourselves. Anxi is the Great Tang's greatest barrier in the northwest. If Anxi is lost, the entire Western Regions will fall to the Arabs, and the centuries of work the Great Tang put into this area will be lost. And with the Western Regions lost, Qixi might not have the abilities to resist. And in the end, the threat will move on to Longxi, and even… the capital!"


Next to him, the general was greatly astonished, his eyes revealing his fear and trepidation. In this battle, all his focus had been on the sea of Arab soldiers in front of them, and he had paid no thought to the aftermath of the battle. Even though he was in great danger, he was still treating this battle as a mere border conflict, never thinking about the effects it could have on Anxi and the Great Tang behind him.


The capital!


He had never imagined that the effects would reach so far!


If the Arabs really did manage to leverage Anxi into breaking through Qixi and Longxi to threaten the capital, then all of them would truly be criminals of the Great Tang!


"Pass on my order. Seven days from now, we will have a fight to the death with the Arabs! I want no slacking! Even if we die, we must have them experience the majesty of my Great Tang!" Gao Xianzhi sternly said.


"This general… understands."


……


The Western Regions, the Anxi Protectorate.


"Milord, we've checked already. Noon has passed, but we still have not received a letter from Lord Protector-General!"


Within the vast protectorate hall, one of the remaining Anxi Protectorate army soldiers half-kneeled, his head lowered in respect.


"What?!"


Feng Changqing's body shuddered as he got up from his seat, deep unease on his face.


"That shouldn't be, that shouldn't be…"


"Milord, could it be that the battle is too intense and the messenger was delayed, causing us to not have received the letter?" the soldier cautiously proposed.


"No, this can't be! Lord Protector-General's orders are as firm as mountains. He even eats at exactly the same time every day. Requesting reinforcements is such an important matter that there's no way such a problem could occur!"


Feng Changqing was dressed in black, and his expression was haggard, his eyes bloodshot. When Feng Changqing heard the news that Gao Xianzhi was besieged at Talas, he began to eat and sleep little, and what sleep he had was troubled and restless. He had lost a great deal of weight, and as the situation continued to only grow more perilous, he had begun to send even more pleas for reinforcements. It had already been several days since last he closed his eyes.


In these two short months, Feng Changqing was now sporting many more white hairs and wrinkles. From his appearance, one would find it very difficult to believe that he was thirty, not forty or fifty.


Although he appeared exhausted, there was no drowsiness in his eyes. The only thing in his mind was a deep discomfort.


In all these days, Feng Changqing's only comfort had been the daily letter from the Anxi Protectorate army in Talas, each one arriving promptly without a single day missed. As long as this letter arrived, Feng Changqing would know that Talas was still in Tang hands, that the protector-general was still safe. But today, this letter that had come for every day of the last two months had suddenly stopped coming.


Feng Changqing knew that this was an extremely ill omen. After serving Gao Xianzhi for so many years, he knew his commander's personality like the back of his hand. His commander would never randomly change his habits. If he did, it could only be because he had made an extremely important decision.


Milord, could you already have…


Feng Changqing suddenly thought of something, and sorrow welled up in his heart, tears streaking down his face.


Rest assured. No matter what, I won't let you die!


Feng Changqing staggered forward, pushing aside that Anxi soldier and charging out of the room. His hair was loose and disheveled, and he appeared to have gone mad.


Qixi!


Only Qixi could save his lord and the thirty thousand soldiers of the Anxi Protectorate army!


……


"Warning! Mission 'A Choice of Destiny' has experienced a change! Side Mission: 'Fall of a Great General'!


"Every war is accompanied with heavy sacrifice. The fall of Great Generals precedes the waning of an empire. This is the curtain call for one empire, but the rise for another. Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi is on the verge of falling in the Battle of Talas. User has seven days to salvage Gao Xianzhi's fate. Mission success will be rewarded with 6000 points of Destiny Energy. Mission failure will result in a penalty of 18000 points of Destiny Energy!


"Warning! Battle of Talas, A Choice of Destiny! User's mission is on the verge of failure!


"Warning! Once Talas is lost, user will be obliterated!"


In the distant City of Steel in Wushang, Wang Chong was examining the model in the hall when a stream of messages surged through his mind. A bloody light suddenly filled his vision, so thick that he felt like he couldn't breathe. Wang Chong's hand froze as if it had been turned to stone, a small red flag still gripped in it.


The fall of a Great General, Gao Xianzhi…


Wang Chong's face slightly contorted as he digested these messages. Gao Xianzhi was the commander-in-chief of the Anxi Protectorate army. That the Stone of Destiny had given him this mission meant that Talas was in an extremely perilous state.


"Chong-er, what's wrong?" A familiar voice came from next to him, deep and dignified.


Wang Chong turned his head and saw that his father, big brother, and second brother were all looking at him in astonishment.


"It's nothing."


Wang Chong shook his head, warmth flowing through him as he looked at his father and brothers. For the Battle of Talas, his father, big brother, and second brother were all at his side, all four of them assembled to fight for the Great Tang. In his last life, Wang Chong had never even dreamed of this possibility, but now, he had made it into reality with his own hands.
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"We've just about discussed everything that needs to be discussed. Father, Big Brother, let's give the order to move out."



"Mm."


Wang Yan immediately gave a grim nod.


"Speed is of utmost importance in war, and the matter of Talas cannot be delayed for too long. Since everything is ready, we should head out. Fu-er, go and handle it."


"Yes, Father."


Wang Fu very quickly left to give the orders.


"Chong-er, you will be the commander of this operation. I, your big brother, and your second brother will work with you. Don't get any misgivings. Military affairs are vital to a state and cannot be treated lightly. The thirty thousand lives of the Anxi Protectorate army and the entire structure of the Western Regions are at stake in this operation, so we cannot be careless in the slightest. Before we set out, let's play out the scenario one last time!" Wang Yan sternly said.


"Yes, Father."


Wang Chong nodded, taking the role of leader without much ceremony, and then he began to carefully explain. There were no fathers and sons on the battlefield. This was a battle that would decide the fate of tens of thousands of soldiers and the course of the Central Plains for the next one thousand years. Either the empire would fall into internal discord after its outward expansion was thwarted, or the Great Tang and the Han race would continue to enjoy a glorious status as the strongest people of the continent. All of it hinged on this battle!


……


A few moments later, after the last simulation was played out, Wang Chong finally walked out of the hall. As the wind buffeted his hair, he felt much calmer.


There's still seven days until the fall of a Great General, which means that Talas will only fall in seven days! Seven days! That's enough!


A sharp light flickered through Wang Chong's eyes as he stood at the door, and then he began to move.


"Bang the drums!"


The drums quickly began to thunder over the City of Steel, and then the earth began to tremble and buzz as the city awakened like some massive beast. Countless soldiers of various types proceeded into the massive City of Steel: the Qixi Protectorate army, combined units of infantry and cavalry, the Annan Protectorate army, the Wushang Cavalry, ballista units, Gangke mercenaries, the Western Regions mercenaries, the regular soldiers of Greater and Lesser Balur… an army of more than one hundred thousand had gathered in this place, a wondrous sight to behold.


Next to these soldiers were convoys of carriages loaded with steel, supplies, and craftsmen, as well as shepherds from various tribes.


The stench of war swept over the earth!


The world was silent as Wang Chong climbed up the walls of the City of Steel to appear before the countless soldiers. The sunlight appeared to make Wang Chong seem taller, his black silhouette the most visible figure between the heavens and earth.


"The purpose for which I've gathered you here does not need to be repeated! I'd like to use this opportunity to warn everyone against holding evil intentions and making an enemy of the Great Tang, for those who offend the Great Tang… will be punished, no matter how far away they are!"


Clang! Following this clear proclamation, Wang Chong unsheathed his sword and pointed west.


"Move out!"


Roooar!


The heavens trembled as the army roared, then this mixed army of Han and foreigners majestically left Wushang's City of Steel like a surging river. It swept over the cement road toward the distant Talas, alarming the entire Western Regions with its procession.


The Great Tang's largest expedition to the west had begun!


……


"Hanshan, I leave Qixi to you!"


Wang Chong stood upon the massive tower situated on the walls, his hands held behind him as he watched the army march toward the horizon.


There was only silence around him, with no answer to these words. Just when one would think that Wang Chong was talking to himself, a cold and emotionless voice finally grunted in assent.


Silence once more.


Wang Chong mentally chuckled at this icy voice.


He's still the same Su Hanshan!


One would have to look with new eyes upon another after a parting of three days, but who could have imagined that while Su Hanshan had only been at the True Martial realm in their first meeting, he had now broken into the Imperial Martial realm, a result that most could not achieve even if given five or six years. No one knew what had happened to him in this intervening year or how he had managed to reach this cultivation level.


But while Wang Chong would have been somewhat surprised if this had happened to anyone else, he found it quite normal with Su Hanshan. Since Su Hanshan had, in his last life, been acknowledged to have the 'qualities of a Great General' and had even reached the rank of Brigadier General, it was of little surprise to Wang Chong that he had improved so rapidly.


Su Hanshan's strength might still not have reached the level that Wang Chong remembered, but his intelligence and eye for strategy were unquestionable. Moreover, after his half a year of training in Beiting, Su Hanshan was both thinner and sharper, like an unsheathed sword. He was also much more composed, which was why Wang Chong had called for him.


"The Battle of Talas is of major importance. Once I'm gone, Qixi will essentially be empty, so Ü-Tsang and the Western Turks will definitely try something. I can only leave for you eight thousand Hu soldiers and one thousand Han soldiers, as well as eight thousand bandits. This is the most help I can give you. No matter what, you have to hold on. Qixi is the gateway to Longxi, and if this place is lost, the door to Longxi will be wide open and all its innocents will be exposed to the iron hooves of the enemy, with unthinkable consequences. I will also be threatened on the front lines."


When fighting abroad, one had to first ensure that the domestic situation was stable. If his rear were threatened, Wang Chong would truly find it difficult to battle in the front without worry, so the rear had to be kept safe.


"Be at ease! It will not be lost!"


Finally, Su Hanshan walked out from behind Wang Chong to stand next to him. He was wearing black armor, and his head was slightly raised, his eyes shining like stars. He was still that aloof and arrogant person that Wang Chong had first met, but he also seemed much more composed, exuding the demeanor of a general.


Su Hanshan's words were very simple, but they were backed by strength.


"…But I still need some help from you," Su Hanshan added.


"Oh?"


"Fifty ballista teams," Su Hanshan flatly said.


"Okay."


Wang Chong smiled and immediately agreed. Fifty ballista teams, five men to a team, was only two hundred and fifty people. This would have little effect on Wang Chong's forces.


After speaking with Su Hanshan, Wang Chong quickly descended the tower. At the imposing and lofty gates of the City of Steel, Xu Qiqin, Xu Keyi, and the others were waiting for him.


"Milord."


Upon seeing Wang Chong, Xu Keyi and the other officers immediately stepped forward and bowed. It was about time to go, and they had only been waiting for Wang Chong.



"Mm."


Wang Chong nodded, his eyes looking past his subordinates to Xu Qiqin, fairy-like in her white gown.


"…Take care of yourself. I'll wait for your return."


"Mm, relax. I'll definitely return in triumph."


Wang Chong grinned and then took the reins of the White-hoofed Shadow from Xu Keyi.


"Let's go."


With these words, he mounted his horse and rode out with the others. Behind them, Xu Qiqin gazed at Wang Chong's back, her smile slowly fading and worry creeping into her eyes.


This was not the first time Xu Qiqin had seen Wang Chong leave like this, and if she did not understand the Arabs or the situation at Talas, she would have believed that this was just a simple expedition. But Imperial Great General Gao Xianzhi was besieged at Talas and was still unable to break out, so one could easily imagine the strength of the Arabs.


Still, Xu Qiqin did not want to add to Wang Chong's burdens, so no matter how worried she was, she would only show a faint smile in front of Wang Chong.


A light breeze sprinkled with sand blew over, causing Xu Qiqin to squint and cough slightly.


"Young Lady…"


Behind her, Xu Qiqin's personal maid Little Zhu had appeared, with a worried look on her face.


"It's fine… don't tell anyone else."


With these words, Xu Qiqin returned to the City of Steel.


……


The vast army of more than one hundred thousand surged toward Talas. At the very end of the train, Wang Chong had called over Xu Keyi.


"Our marching speed is still too slow. Xu Keyi, bring some cavalry with you and go ahead. I have something I need you to do."


Wang Chong looked into the distance from atop the White-hoofed Shadow.


"Lord Marquis, please give the order."


"Take this letter with you. I've already written the task inside. Do everything as I've written out. I'm only giving you two days. There's no need to worry about us, and when you've settled the matter, you can head straight to the Anxi Protectorate to wait for us."


"This general will go!"


Xu Keyi took the letter and turned around without even paying it a glance.


"You, you, you… all of you, come with me!"


Speed was of paramount importance for an army, and it took only a few moments for Xu Keyi to select five thousand cavalry and gallop off, swiftly pulling away from the rest of the soldiers.


Gao Xianzhi, hold your ground, Wang Chong thought, looking to the northwest. Until I arrive on the battlefield, this is all I can do for you. Be careful of the Karluks. Those of another people aren't worth your trust!


The situation in Talas was getting more and more perilous, and there was a high chance that the Karluks would reenact their betrayal. History had changed, but the personalities of people would never change. Gao Xianzhi actually had a very large flaw in how he arrayed his forces. He favored placing his Anxi Protectorate army at the front and the mercenaries in the rear. If the battle was won, there was no problem with this sort of tactic, but if the battle did not proceed smoothly, and things went like they were going at Talas, Gao Xianzhi was only fettering himself with the chains of death.
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Flapflap!


As Wang Chong's army of one-hundred-thousand-some soldiers set out from Qixi, countless eagles and other birds flew in all directions. Such a large-scale mobilization had attracted the attention of countless people. On the distant Tibetan Plateau, ten-some Tibetan cavalry took one last look at the vast army before turning around and galloping away.


"Finally moved out?"


In that underground prison outside the royal capital of Ü-Tsang, there was a creak as a cell was unlocked. As Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje watched, a figure pushed aside the hair around his face, raised his head, and walked out.


Buzz!


All was quiet, and nothing at all had happened, but in the eyes of Dusong Mangpoje and Huoshu Huicang, the entire world seemed to shake at this man's footsteps. After so long, Ü-Tsang, the Great Tang, and the Western Regions were finally about to experience a new wave of changes!


……


Awooo!


The moment the army left Qixi, a massive wolf waiting on the border between Qixi and the Western Turks began to howl, its mournful calls traveling for more than ten li. Howl responded to howl, traveling from the border of Qixi deep into the Turkic steppe.


Gallop!


A few moments later, in a place twenty to thirty li from the Qixi border, five Turkic soldiers turned their heads and called over their own wolves before galloping off. Several hours later…


Neigh!


The loud and vigorous neigh of a warhorse came from the summit of Mount Sanmi, the home of the Western Turkic Khagan's court. With this cry, a muscular figure slowly walked forward, appearing like a god before the gathered Turks.


The skies seemed to dim, all sunlight blocked out by that man's figure.


"Irkin!"


All the Turkic cavalry in the area instantly lowered their heads, expressions of respect and subservience on their faces. 'Irkin' was a term of address in the Turkic language for an individual of extremely high status. Other than Ishbara Khagan, the Emperor of the Western Turks, there was only one person in the region that deserved such deep respect from these Turkic soldiers: Great General Duwu Sili.


Just like in the Great Tang, although the Turks were brave and excellent warriors, very few of them could obtain the title of Great General, and Duwu Sili was one of them.


It was so quiet that one could hear a pin drop!


Duwu Sili loomed tall on Mount Sanmi, his scornful eyes exuding a light as bright as the blazing sun. He said nothing, only sat on his Divine Sun steed, his aloof gaze slowly scanning the earth like a god surveying the lands.


Whoosh!


His right hand waved behind him, and Duwu Sili leapt forward, crossing twenty-some zhang with a single jump. Boom! When the warhorse landed, dust flew into the air and tens of thousands of warhorses neighed in reply. Gallop! Thousands of Turkic cavalry poured out from behind Duwu Sili, churning up a cloud of dust.


Each of these Turkic cavalrymen had a storm of energy around them, and even the five thousand hand-picked elites led by the Black Wolf Yabgu could not compare to them. In addition, these Turkic cavalrymen were also distinguished by their mounts. Each of them was taller and more muscular than the other Turkic horses, each of them seeming to have dragon blood running through their veins.


Rumble!


The horses rumbled off into the west. After the battle at Qixi Armory, the entire Turkic steppe finally began to stir to life once more.


……


Flapflap!


One messenger bird after another flew off. Ü-Tsang and the Western Turks were far from the only ones to react to Wang Chong's expedition, and they were far from the only ones watching. Many of these birds in Qixi's airspace were flying toward the many kingdoms of the Western Regions.


Gaochang, Loulan, Yuezhi, Danhuan, Gumo, Wusun1… even Greater and Lessur Balur. All these states of the Western Regions, big and small, were paying attention to this war.




When the city gate came under fire, the fish in the moat would be caught in the crossfire. Although this was a clash between the Great Tang and the Arabs, the greatest empires of the east and west, it was tied to all the kingdoms of the Western Regions. All of them needed to make a choice in this war.


……


The surging undercurrent did not only have an effect east of the Cong Mountains!


"What have you found?"


In the darkness, some people were engaging in a furtive conversation. This was not the language of the Central Plains, nor was it Arabic. It was a Hu language that only a small number of people knew.


Within the city of Talas, a soft voice whispered back. "We've found out that Gao Xianzhi has already given the order for the storehouses to be opened in seven days and all the wine, meat, and other food to be given as a reward to the three armies. He's been very secretive in this matter, not even telling us, but given his past conduct, he's preparing to break the cauldrons and sink the boats2 in preparation for a fight to the death with the Arabs!"




"Bastard!"


The first man to speak clenched his fists. In the dim starlight, one could see that the speaker had a thick mustache above his lips, and was clearly a man of great ambition. More shocking were his sharp and narrow eyes, glowing with ferocity and exuding the aura of a mighty overlord.


Within Talas, other than Gao Xianzhi and those elite Han generals at his side, only one person possessed such eyes: the leader of the Karluks, 'Wanhe Peiluo'. In the Karluk language, this name meant 'King of Kings', and Wanhe Peiluo was the strongest and most brilliant leader in the history of the Karluk Tribe.


Under his command, the Karluks had become the strongest mercenary tribe on the steppe and possessed an extremely high status in the Western Regions.


"We're doomed! After all these years, Gao Xianzhi has finally found the wrong enemy. The Anxi Protectorate army is finished, and he's preparing to bring us with them into the grave! But he won't get this chance…" Wanhe Peiluo's vicious voice whispered in the air. "Guli, have the Arabs sent back a reply?"


"They have. The Arabs have promised us our safety," the Karluk general called Guli whispered back, a profound tone in his voice. "In addition, as long as we open the gates for them, they'll reward us with eight hundred thousand taels of gold, as well as all the gold Gao Xianzhi plundered from the Shi Kingdom. The Arabs have also promised us that in the future, they will support our rule over all the other tribes!"


"Okay!"


Wanhe Peiluo gave a cold smile, a dreadful light flitting through his eyes.


"Gao Xianzhi and his Anxi Protectorate army plan to have a battle to the death with the Arabs in seven days, but we'll act tomorrow night and let the Arabs into the city. Gao Xianzhi… won't even get the chance!"


"Yes! Your subordinate will tell our brothers to get ready," Guli immediately replied. "Tomorrow, Gao Xianzhi and the Anxi Protectorate army will become a part of history. He won't get any more chances, and in the future, the Western Regions will belong to Milord and our Karluk Tribe."


Wanhe Peiluo chuckled and gave a contented nod. The names of the Anxi Protectorate army and Gao Xianzhi were known throughout the world, and if he was the one to personally bury this lion of the Western Regions, Wanhe Peiluo and the Karluks would be able to add a most dazzling accomplishment to their list of military achievements, the best gift for the Karluks as they ascended to become rulers of the Western Regions.


"Reporting!"


Just when Wanhe Peiluo was at his most smug, hurried footsteps came from out of the darkness. Wanhe Peiluo and his subordinate turned their heads and saw that a Karluk mercenary was rushing toward them.


"What's going on? Why all the fuss? Don't you know how to follow military regulations?"


Wanhe Peiluo frowned. Gao Xianzhi was an extremely strict disciplinarian, and even though he had already decided to defect and betray Gao Xianzhi, until the actual betrayal, Wanhe Peiluo still had to maintain the rules Gao Xianzhi had set down.


"Leader, it's bad!" the Karluk mercenary urgently said, a look of panic on his face. "We've just received a letter from the eagle we left at the tribe. The tribe has been surrounded by the Qixi Protectorate army, and all the women, elders, and children have been captured. All of them, together with the cows, sheep, and warhorses, are headed in the direction of the Cong Mountains."


"What!"


Wanhe Peiluo's eyes flew open, his body trembling as if it had been struck by lightning.


"Bastard, how could this happen? Give the letter to me!"


Wanhe Peiluo was infuriated and snatched the letter from the warrior's hands. The Karluk Tribe had many people, but during a war, the Karluks would have the majority of the men go to battle while the elders, women, and children remained behind in the rear. This was for the safety of the Karluk Tribe.


Thus, no matter how many losses the Karluks suffered in battle, the tribe could continue to reproduce and also obtain compensation payment for the Karluk mercenaries killed in battle.


In addition, for the safety of the rear, Wanhe Peiluo had left a special eagle behind, a mutant breed that Wanhe Peiluo had paid a high price for from an Arab merchant. It was an extremely fast flier, so once an incident occurred, Wanhe Peiluo could be informed as soon as possible.


With this communication channel, ambushes in the rear could be avoided.


But the prestige and impressive might of the Karluks meant that such a thing had never happened before. Wanhe Peiluo had never imagined that while he was fighting together with Gao Xianzhi and the Anxi Protectorate army, someone would attack his home base, especially a Tang army.


When he opened the letter, he saw that it was written completely in Karluk, and it used certain markings that were only known amongst the tribe.


"Bastard!"


A thunderous roar tore through the clouds, shattering the calm of Talas. Wanhe Peiluo threw the letter to the ground, his entire body fuming with rage.


"Help me get ready! I need to see Gao Xianzhi!"

______________
1. Gaochang, Loulan, Gumo, and Danhuan were all city-states of the Western Regions. Gumo is also known as Aksu. Wusun and Yuezhi are names of nomadic people, though most of them should have migrated out of the Tarim Basin by this time period. In the fifth century, Chinese records indicated that the Wusun had settled in the Cong Mountains/Pamirs. The Yuezhi migrated west to Sogdiana and then Bactria, though some of them also migrated to the city-state of Hami/Kumul in what is now eastern Xinjiang.↩
2. 'Break the cauldrons and sink the boats' refers to a story involving Xiang Yu, one of the major leaders in the rebellion against the Qin Dynasty. After crossing a river, Xiang Yu ordered his soldiers to destroy the boats and destroy all their cauldrons and supplies excepting enough for three days, showing to his soldiers that they would only be able to survive if they defeated the enemy. In the subsequent Battle of Julu, Xiang Yu's soldiers were said to fight with such ferocity that one of them could take on ten enemy soldiers.↩
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Rumble!


On the road to Anxi, the earth shook and rumbled as large transport carriages galloped along the cement road, each of them holding eighteen to nineteen people and pulled by four horses. Unlike normal carriages, each of these had been fitted with a white collapsible sail. This sail was around six feet high and eight feet wide, and when the wind was right, the sail would be unfurled so as to hasten the speed of the carriages.


If the wind was going in the wrong direction, the soldiers in the carriages could quickly collapse the sails. Zhang Shouzhi had built these sails according to Wang Chong's specifications in the hopes that they would be able to get the Qixi Protectorate army to Talas as quickly as possible.


As they proceeded through the Western Regions, Wang Chong had unwittingly begun to furrow his brow.


The war had affected the Western Regions more strongly than he had thought. When he first came to the Western Regions to see Hulayeg, the Western Regions had been thriving. The merchants of the Nine Tribes of Zhaowu, the thirty-six kingdoms of the Western Regions, and the Abbasid Caliphate and Charax Spasinu had all gathered here, and all sorts of pearls, agate, spices, and other goods were to be found here. It was precisely the gathering of all these merchants that made the Western Regions so prosperous.


But as Wang Chong's army marched through the Western Regions, all the markets it passed by were desolate and deserted, all the cities practically emptied out, and tension was rife in the air.


"It seems like this war between the Great Tang and the Arabs has had a far more serious effect on the Western Regions than anticipated. All the Hu merchants have sensed the danger and have already withdrawn."


Wang Chong rode his White-hoofed Shadow as he looked around at the soaring buildings. Despite the vast size of this city, the streets were empty, and Wang Chong had only spotted a few people. In addition, these people only looked warily at him from a distance, none of them daring to approach. The scouts only needed to glance at them to cause all the doors and windows to instantly be closed up.


"Zhang Que, what's the situation?" Wang Chong said.


Zhang Que quickly rode up from behind Wang Chong. "Yes, Lord Marquis. All the birds have been distributed in the surrounding fifty li, but there are no abnormal signs. In addition, General Xu Keyi has sent a letter. His mission has been completed. He is currently around a hundred li ahead of us. General Xu Keyi asks whether he should wait for us and rejoin the army?"


"That's not necessary. Tell him to pick up the pace. Not a single one of the Karluks can be left behind!" Wang Chong ordered, his voice suddenly turning cold and cruel.


'The Hu fear power but do not respect virtue.' The Karluks were crucial to this war, but Gao Xianzhi had still been too conceited, believing that these mercenaries would never betray him. Mercenaries, mercenaries… these were people who fought for money, and by placing them at his rear, Gao Xianzhi was digging his own grave.


But with Wang Chong, things were completely different. The kind did not command soldiers, and in something as important as war, which implicated the Imperial Court and the common people, any sort of softheartedness or compassion would be to the disadvantage of the commander. If the Karluks betrayed the Great Tang, they would need to be ready to pay an extremely grievous price!


"…In addition, pass on my order. Have the horses drawing the transport carriages be switched out and the army pick up the pace!" Wang Chong said.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Zhang Que bowed and quickly rode away.


Once Zhang Que left, Wang Chong's eyes turned back to the vast army before him. While he had been forced to set off for the war of the southwest in a great rush, he had time to amply prepare himself for this war. An army of more than one hundred thousand soldiers of various types, with all the necessary supplies, was traveling along the cement road between Anxi and Qixi like water along a river.


But the marching speed was still too slow. The speed of the infantry, craftsmen, axemen, and spearmen was much slower than cavalry. Moreover, Wang Chong also had many ballistae in his army, which were also known as 'bed crossbows'. Each of them was massive and constructed of the best steel, making them extremely heavy. Each one of the transport carriages could only hold two or three ballistae, and this point alone limited the speed at which Wang Chong's army could march.


But Wang Chong had strenuously worked to speed up his army. Both the small sails on the carriages and the switching out of the horses used by cavalry and carriages, so that they could rest and maintain their energy levels, were for the sake of reaching Talas as quickly as possible.


As the days went by and the army marched farther into the northwest, the atmosphere of war thickened, and all the cities they passed became even grimmer and drearier.


After around three days, amidst blustery and sandy winds and low-hanging dark clouds, a grandiose fortress of a city appeared before the army. This city was different from others. On the walls, signal beacons were spaced every ten zhang, mixed in with observation towers. Only the military would have use for such things.


This is one of the Four Garrisons of Anxi? Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


In the Western Regions, the Great Tang's forces were most prominent in the Four Garrisons of Anxi: Suiye, Kucha, Khotan, and Shule. These four places were the bases of the Anxi Protectorate. To travel from Qixi to Talas, one had to pass through Anxi. Although Wang Chong had heard of the Four Garrisons in his last life, he had never had a chance to visit.


"Hyah!"


Wang Chong suddenly urged his horse forward, riding from the end of the train to the front. Behind him, Xu Keyi and the others glanced at each other before hurrying to catch up.


The buildings of Anxi were nothing like as refined as those of the Central Plains, and one could see crudeness and simplicity throughout. As Wang Chong led his subordinates forward, he was finally able to get a clear look at the appearance of this garrison. This massive city was incredibly crude, with ancient walls constructed of massive rocks covered in multiple layers of mortar.


In the many years since the establishment of Anxi, the surfaces of the walls had been covered in countless scars and scorch marks, and there were even some places that had clearly been struck by catapults. In fact, so beleaguered by war was this city that the walls had been dyed with a blackish-red luster.


'Suiye City'!


Wang Chong raised his head and saw these two mottled words written over the city gate, and the sight of them caused his mind to buzz.


I didn't think that this would be the city!


Of the Four Garrisons of Anxi, Wang Chong felt the most intimacy and familiarity with this legendary city of Suiye. The reason was simple: in another time and space, this place had been the hometown of the immortal of poetry1, and it had also been home to many famous border generals. The Great Tang's most distant fortification was Suiye.




The army slowly marched toward Suiye. With Gao Xianzhi and his thirty thousand soldiers gone, this vital and heavily-guarded fortress had become a defenseless city. The gates were wide open, and no garrison could be seen.


Several dozen zhang from the gates, Zhang Que suddenly pointed at the side of the road. "Lord Marquis, there's a stone stele here!"


Wang Chong suddenly stopped. This was a large stone stele, worn down by time and weather. At a glance, it merely looked like some rock higher than two men looming at the side of the road. But when Wang Chong beheld it, he couldn't help but widen his eyes.


Patrolling for the Emperor!


Wang Chong had immediately recognized this stele.


In his last life, until his clan fell into troubles, Wang Chong never left the capital, much less journeyed to the Western Regions. Not even in his later wandering days did he go to the Western Regions. In the Western Regions, the reputation of the Four Garrisons of Anxi thundered in the heavens, but there was also one thing even more famous than these four fortresses: the Stele of Patrolling for the Emperor!


When Wang Chong was still learning how to read and write, he had heard of this stele. In truth, not many people in the capital didn't know of this stele, because it had been set up by an extremely famous person.


Ban Chao!


The first true Anxi Protector-General in the history of the Central Plains!


Historically, the first person in the history of the Central Plains to open a path to the Western Regions was Zhang Qian, but true dominance and influence only came several centuries later with Ban Chao! The history of the Central Plains dynasties in the Western Regions was one of constant gain and loss, and even several centuries of lost contact. Countless Protector-Generals of the Western Regions had been dispatched to handle the region, but if one looked back, the first Protector-General of the Western Regions was that man of the Great Han Dynasty more than one thousand years ago who cast aside his scholar's brush to take up the sword, Ban Chao2.




'Although the Western Regions is far, it still belongs to the culture of the Central Plains. The Son of Heaven finds it difficult to attend to, so this subject of the Son of Heaven will patrol the lands in his place! To stand sentinel forever at the gate of the empire!!!'


These words that Ban Chao had said during his tenure in the Western Regions had continued to ring in the ears of generations to come, urging them forward to open up the Western Regions, resulting in the Great Tang's dominance today! And Ban Chao had set up this stele in the farthest place Zhang Qian had ever reached on his journeys!


This stele had always been protected by the generations of Protector-Generals.


But after the defeat of the Great Tang in the Battle of Talas and the almost complete annihilation of Gao Xianzhi's thirty thousand elites, the Arab soldiers advanced east, crossing the Cong Mountains and entering the Four Garrisons of Anxi. The first thing to be destroyed was this 'evil' Stele of Patrolling for the Emperor. They had even taken the remains back to Arabia to be tossed into the sea.


This news caused no small amount of heartache back in the Central Plains, and Wang Chong was also deeply overcome, regarding it as a lifelong regret!


In this expedition to Talas, Wang Chong had not expected that he would have his wish fulfilled and set eyes upon this stele.


As these thoughts flew through his mind, Wang Chong suddenly dismounted before his stunned subordinates.


Relax! This time, the Arabs won't get a chance to step through the borders of the Great Tang!!


Wang Chong's heart turned solemn as he bowed and silently vowed. This stele bore the passion and dreams of countless loyal subjects of the Central Plains. Those had been their dreams, and also the dreams of all the Central Plains. Wang Chong could not allow this dream to be sullied.


"Let's go!"


Wang Chong took in a deep breath, mounted his horse, and with a shout, he galloped into Suiye.

______________
1. The 'immortal of poetry' refers to Li Bai, one of the most famous Chinese poets, who was born in Suiye.↩
2. Zhang Qian was a military officer of the Han Dynasty who was dispatched by Emperor Wu of Han to explore the Western Regions in the late 2nd century BC in order to build an alliance with the Yuezhi against the Xiongnu. He eventually returned with many reports of the kingdoms in Central Asia at the time. Ban Chao was a Han general who lived from 32-102 AD and was the general who eventually brought the Tarim Basin under the control of the Han Dynasty. His father, brother, and sister were well-known historians.↩
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Dried and withered leaves were drifting through Suiye, carpeting the ground.


This city was more similar to those in the interior of the Great Tang. The ground was paved with gray bricks and the air was humid. In addition, there were more buildings built in the Tang style lining the roads than in other cities. Most importantly, there were finally people here. The city was not a near–ghost town, and there were even some Hu merchants in the crowd.


But the stench of war here was thicker than in any other place they had passed through.


Clangclang!


The clashing of iron could be heard in the distance, accompanied with shouts of fighting.


Wang Chong frowned and called Zhang Que over. "Zhang Que, what's going on? Why do I hear sounds of battle here?"


With the Anxi Protectorate army away at the front lines and in fierce battle with the Arabs, there shouldn't have been any fighting in the city.


"Reporting to Lord Marquis: it's the bandits in Suiye. When we noticed them, they were setting fires and looting the city. We're currently fighting with them and will probably defeat them soon."


Wang Chong's brow slightly furrowed as he sternly said, "Bandits? Isn't this the territory of the Anxi Protectorate? Isn't Feng Changqing still here? How could bandits show up?"


Gao Xianzhi had left with nearly ninety percent of the Anxi Protectorate army, but ten percent had remained to hold the rear. With these Tang soldiers under the command of one of the Twin Walls of the Empire, Feng Changqing, this sort of situation should not have cropped up.


"It's not clear." Zhang Que shook his head, confusion in his eyes. "Based on what our eagle team can see from the skies, this isn't the only group of bandits in Suiye, and the situation has probably been like this for some time. General Kong Zi-an is currently leading a group of men to chase the bandits out of the city, so all of them should be cleared out quickly."


Wang Chong nodded. "I'll just ask Feng Changqing about this matter."


As they were speaking, a messenger rode through his army.


"Reporting! Lord Marquis, Anxi Vice Protector-General Feng Changqing is requesting a meeting!"


"Oh?"


Wang Chong's eyes flashed in surprise. Speak of Cao Cao, and Cao Cao would arrive. Wang Chong immediately urged his horse forward.


……


On the side of the road, next to an elegant government office, several figures were silently standing. The leader was an extremely ugly and dark-skinned man, but he carried himself with an erect posture and refined manner that exuded confidence. Behind him were four burly warriors of the Anxi Protectorate army, sabers slung at their waists.


These four had been standing here for some time, and a hint of concern could be seen on their faces.


"He's here!"


The sight of Wang Chong's horse made Feng Changqing's eyes light up in joy, and he hurried up with the four Anxi elites like he was going to greet his savior. After nearly two months, Feng Changqing's eyes had almost worn themselves out from anxiety, and he had spent every day running around like an ant on a hot pan. Only he understood just how he had managed to endure it all.


Now that Wang Chong had finally arrived at Suiye with a surging army of more than one hundred thousand, Feng Changqing could finally relax.


In truth, Wang Chong's constant delays had made him question several times whether Wang Chong was making excuses on purpose, but all his doubts were cleared away now. Most heartening for Feng Changqing was that Wang Chong's reinforcements were far larger than he had imagined. He had only believed that Wang Chong would bring thirty thousand soldiers at most.


"Lord Marquis, I've been waiting for you!"


Feng Changqing quickly strode forward, bowing in front of Wang Chong's White-hoofed Shadow and clasping his hands. As the words left his mouth, Feng Changqing could no longer stop his eyes from going moist. Talas was in a most perilous state. It had been three days since he had gotten any letter, and though he was beside himself with concern, he could not show any of it, because everyone else was looking to him.


If even he panicked, then all of Anxi would be finished.


But finally, after days and nights of waiting, Wang Chong had finally arrived.


"Milord, there's no need for such courtesy!"


Wang Chong immediately dismounted and rushed to help Feng Changqing rise. Feng Changqing was a famous general of Anxi, one of the Twin Walls of the Empire. In terms of age and seniority, he ranked far above Wang Chong, but in terms of actual status, Wang Chong was actually the superior.


When Gao Xianzhi departed and left Feng Changqing to hold the rear, he had bestowed upon Feng Changqing the title of Vice Protector-General, but Wang Chong was Qixi Protector-General as well as the Young Marquis, the title personally conferred by the Sage Emperor. These were not credentials that Feng Changqing could match. Thus, when Feng Changqing met Wang Chong, he needed to bow to him as a subordinate would to a superior.


Wang Chong went straight to the point. "Might I dare ask Milord what the situation is in the Western Regions at the moment? How is Lord Gao Xianzhi faring? Moreover, when I entered the city just now, the place was overrun with bandits. Weren't there Anxi soldiers left behind in Suiye? How did this situation still occur?"


Wang Chong had long heard the name of Feng Changqing, and in his last life, the Twin Walls of the Empire had been the two most dazzling stars shining over the Western Regions. However, he had never had a chance to meet this famed general. Feng Changqing was an ugly man, and his status was inferior to his own, but Wang Chong did not show him the slightest contempt. On the contrary, he only felt deep respect for this man, which is why he had immediately dismounted to stop Feng Changqing from bowing.


This was a loyal subject of the empire, one of the best in logistics and administration. Even the Queen of Logistics Xu Qiqin had expressed deep admiration for him in his last life. But it was precisely because of this reputation that Wang Chong found it so difficult to understand why Suiye was overrun with bandits.


"Lord Marquis is unaware that Anxi is currently vexed by problems both internal and external. The Arabs did not just collude with the Shi Kingdom, but also dispatched many spies to bribe the Hu within Anxi, providing them with horses and weapons to cause trouble in the rear. In addition, since two months have passed since Lord Gao Xianzhi and the Anxi Protectorate army began battling the Arabs at Talas with no signs of the siege breaking, the people of the Western Regions have grown panicky, and many of the small states and tribes have availed themselves of the opportunity to launch raids, so Anxi is dearly lacking for soldiers. The total number of soldiers does not even surpass two thousand, which is far from enough.


"What Lord Marquis saw just now is the result of my best efforts. Otherwise, Suiye would be in even more chaos," Feng Changqing tiredly said.


As one of the Twin Walls of the Empire, Feng Changqing was second only to Gao Xianzhi in terms of reputation. Feng Changqing could not escape the blame for the current state of Anxi, but only Feng Changqing understood just how challenging the situation was. When all thirty-six kingdoms and tribes of the Western Regions began to stir trouble, a garrison of two thousand was far from sufficient.


While Feng Changqing still had to worry about the state of Gao Xianzhi and the thirty thousand soldiers of the Anxi Protectorate army, he also had to worry about maintaining order in the Western Regions. He was exhausted in both body and mind.


"So this was the case!"


Wang Chong was deeply moved. He knew that Gao Xianzhi had not left many soldiers in the Western Regions, but he had never imagined that it was a paltry two thousand. For such a small garrison to keep as large an area as the Western Regions safe was essentially impossible. In fact, that Suiye, the city closest to Talas, was still able to host so many merchants and still appear orderly on the surface was proof enough of Feng Changqing's astonishing capabilities.


"Chen Bin, pick two thousand people and give them to Lord Feng Changqing, along with the necessary bows, arrows, and shields. In addition, I will also give you ten ballista teams. No matter what, Suiye must be stabilized," Wang Chong ordered without turning his head.


Suiye was one of the bases of the Anxi Protectorate, the closest stronghold to Talas, and also the spiritual heart of the Western Regions. If even Suiye fell into chaos, so would the rest of the Western Regions. Thus, Suiye had to be stabilized and all the bandits killed.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Chen Bin's voice came from the rear, and he quickly galloped off.


"Lord Marquis, I can still deal with the situation in Anxi, at least for the short term, but Lord Gao Xianzhi is already in dire peril," Feng Changqing suddenly said, his eyes overflowing with worry and concern. "I'm afraid that he won't be able to last for much longer. I hope that Lord Marquis can march as quickly as possible to Lord Protector-General's aid!"


"Lord Feng, don't panic. What is the situation in Talas?" Wang Chong asked.


Up until now, almost all the information regarding Talas had originated from the Anxi Protectorate and Feng Changqing, so no one could understand what was going on there more than him, not even Zhang Que.


"The situation in Talas is incredibly grim. When the Arabs first arrived, they didn't have many soldiers and they were clearly unprepared, and there weren't any suitable trees around Talas that they could cut down. But now, the Arabs are gathering more and more soldiers, and their attacks are growing fiercer and fiercer. From the intelligence reports I've gathered, the Arabs have also cut down trees and transported from the rear to the front lines, and are currently busy making these trees into siege ladders and other such siege weapons. They're clearly readying themselves for a full-out offensive. Based on how much time they need, Talas will fall in just a few more days.


"The Arabs have placed all their focus on Talas at the moment, but once Talas falls, all of Anxi will quickly be lost, and the Western Regions will fall into the hands of the Arabs."


Feng Changqing had an extremely agitated expression.


"Lord Marquis, Anxi and the Great Tang have no more soldiers available, so I can only depend on Milord. Changqing pleads with Lord Marquis that no matter what, Lord Marquis must save Lord Protector-General and my Anxi brothers! Please!"


Feng Changqing put all his strength into a long and deep bow.
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The sight of Feng Changqing's deep bow left all the people around Wang Chong—Li Siye, Su Shixuan, Cheng Sanyuan, Zhang Que, Sun Zhiming, Chen Burang, and Zhuang Zhengping—deeply moved. They had all heard of Feng Changqing's thunderous reputation, and to many of them, this was an unreachable existence who stood high in the heavens, a mighty individual that they might live an entire life without interacting with.


But at this moment, Feng Changqing had cast aside his dignity in front of so many people and adopted an exceptionally meek attitude toward the younger Wang Chong. This act immediately made all of them feel a heavy shock.


Feng Changqing did not seem to care or notice, and remained bowed. The situation in the Western Regions was getting tenser and tenser, and after nearly two months of gloom and despair, Wang Chong was his only sliver of hope, the only chance of survival the thirty thousand Anxi Protectorate soldiers besieged in Talas had.


"Lord Feng, rest at ease. Although the Arabs are powerful, they're not so powerful as to be undefeatable. To use the words of Han Great General Chen Tang, those who offend the people of the Han will be executed, no matter how far they are! The Great Tang is not a weakling, and the worst mistake the Arabian Empire could have made was to collude with the Shi Kingdom and covet Anxi. Not only will I save Lord Gao Xianzhi and the soldiers of the Anxi Protectorate army, but I will also make the Arabs pay the heaviest price for their rash decision! This is my true goal in coming here!"


Wang Chong's eyes brightly shone as he solemnly helped Feng Changqing stand.


These weighty words instantly wrought a massive transformation on the faces of Feng Changqing and his Anxi warriors. While he had still been worried and anxious just moments ago, almost on the verge of breaking into tears, he now inexplicably felt comforted. Slowly, he raised his head and, for the first time, he began to inspect this young Protector-General.


This was a youth of only sixteen or seventeen, with straight eyebrows and bright eyes. It was easy to take him for one of those wastrel scions of great clans in the capital, but he also had a steadiness and composure that no scion of his age could have. His expression was wise, his bearing relaxed. It made one subconsciously pay attention to his every word and trust deeply in him.


But this was not all. Feng Changqing could also sense the thick smell of iron and blood from this youth. This was no ordinary general, but one who had experienced countless battles, seen mountains of corpses and seas of blood, one of those Great Generals who stood at the very apex. In his ten-some years in the Anxi Protectorate, Feng Changqing had smelled this odor on only one other person: Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi.


Yet not even Gao Xianzhi had as thick and intense an odor as this.


Feng Changqing had once looked down on Wang Chong, and he had also reexamined his views and come to view Wang Chong with renewed importance, but in the end, he realized that he had still underestimated this youth. This youth was far more powerful than he had imagined.


"Lord Marquis speaks the truth. This one had a slip of the tongue. With Lord Marquis leading the grand armies of the Great Tang, Changqing is confident that the Arabs will never achieve their goals! Changqing will wait here to congratulate Milord for the early report of victory and the triumphant return. When the time comes, Changqing will definitely have a feast arranged in the protectorate to welcome Milord and celebrate the victory!"


Feng Changqing's expression turned stern as he stood to the side and gave a deep bow.


It was still a bow, but the meaning was completely different.


"I wish Milord an early victory and triumphant return!"


Behind Feng Changqing, the four Anxi elites also gave a deep bow.


"Wait for news from me!"


Wang Chong only smiled. This time, he did not go to help up Feng Changqing, but mounted the White-hoofed Shadow and set off, his back straight and his expression free of any reluctance.


"Pass on my order! All soldiers, move out, and quicken the pace!"


Rumble! The army of more than one hundred thousand surged through this last fortress of the Great Tang, heading toward the city of Talas, nearly one thousand li away. Behind it, only after the last soldier of the Qixi Protectorate army left Suiye did Feng Changqing finally raise his head.


In the sunset, the more than one hundred thousand soldiers of Qixi were like a black flood, unstoppable and fearless, determined and resolved, a sight that was deeply branded into the minds of all who saw it. But the only image in Feng Changqing's mind was of that confident and relaxed youth.


"Truly, one hundred rumors can't compare to a single meeting, and the person far surpasses the fame! In the past… Milord and I looked down on Lord Marquis, but for the Great Tang to have Lord Marquis is truly a blessing for Anxi, a blessing for the world! In this battle, I am confident that Lord Marquis will succeed!"


……


Beyond Suiye, the surroundings became awash with craggy peaks and steep cliffs, devoid of any towns or villages.


"All soldiers, advance at full speed!"


"Keep up! Don't fall behind!"


"Hurry! Talas is in great peril! Don't let the Arabs succeed!"


As the army marched through the massive coiling dragon that was the Cong Mountains, traveling along the desolate mountain roads to the west, they were constantly urged on to march faster and faster. Speed was paramount in war, and meanwhile, a constant stream of scouting birds filled the skies. Although they were still not at Talas, they could already hear shouts in the distance.


They could not see anything, but all of them could imagine that in the distant Talas, where hundreds of thousands of soldiers were gathered, an intense battle was undoubtedly underway.


All the soldiers were tense, their faces grim. So constant and endless were the orders that even the Hu mercenaries, who could not understand the Han language, could feel the tension and the oppressive air.


One day later, a new order was issued. The hooves of all the horses were to be wrapped and the mouths of all the horses and livestock muzzled so as to reduce any noise.


The amount of noise produced by the army of one hundred thousand instantly dropped, but in this silent environment, such actions only heightened the thick stench of war in the air to complete saturation. Although their superiors had said nothing, even the slowest of the soldiers knew that a battle of historic proportions was imminent!


One hundred li!


Talas was getting closer and closer, and the almost inaudible shouts were getting louder and louder.


Eighty li!


Talas was still not in sight, but the waves of sound had now drowned out the rolling of the carriages and the marching of the army!


Fifty li!


The army was marching faster and faster, and on the horizon, the undulating lines of a mountain range could be seen. The slopes were green and lush, covered with many plants, even though the geology meant that no massive trees could grow. These were the Baishi Mountains, the nearest barrier on the road to Talas. Beyond the Baishi Mountains, it was already possible to see a corner of that towering city peeking over the mountains, and even easier to see the thick plumes of smoke and tongues of flame reaching for the heavens.


The air was fraught with tension as the grim-faced soldiers turned silent. Even the cows, sheep, and other livestock accompanying the army's supply train seemed to sense something, their mouths shutting and their eyes filling with unease.


"Pick up the pace!!"


Order after order was issued by the officers of all levels, and the soldiers could feel the scent of battle thick around them. All of them tightly clenched their weapons, their gazes fixed forward. Each of them understood where the battle was, where their enemies were!


What awaited them was a battle of unprecedented ferocity and cruelty!


The gate to the Great Tang was behind them, and the thirty thousand soldiers of the Anxi Protectorate army were waiting for aid in front of them. There was no going back now!


Forty li!


The tension was so thick that it was stifling. At the front of the army, Zhang Que and all the members of his eagle team had gathered, all of them with solemn looks. The members of the eagle team had been through many aerial battles by now, including the battle of the triangular gap, the battle at Qixi Armory, and the battles of the Turkic steppe. Each time, they had returned victorious.


But all of them understood that this opponent was different from their previous ones, far stronger than any they had encountered, whether it was in cavalry, infantry, or eagles and other birds.


In their short skirmishes before, they had not been able get any sort of advantage!


"Ready!"


Zhang Que turned to his team, his gaze passing over each member.


"I don't need to say anything about the strength of the Arabs. There's only going to be one chance. No matter what, we must win. Don't let a single one escape!"


"Understood!"


The members all bowed, their expression turning taut like drawn bowstrings.




"Mm."


Zhang Que nodded and turned his head around, his eyes looking toward the western skies. He scanned the skies again and again, apparently searching for something. Finally…


Creeee!


A shrill cry suddenly came from the skies, and then massive Arabian hunting falcons with sharp and fierce eyes unfurled their massive wings and began to fly toward the approaching army.


"They're coming! Strike!"


Zhang Que's pupils constricted, and all his team members also became nervous. These were the hunting falcons the Arabs had stationed around their perimeter. Although the Arabs were focusing all their strength on attacking Talas and were still unaware of the approaching reinforcements, just like the soldiers of all other empires, the Arabs remained wary of their surroundings.


Swish!


A black silhouette shot up from Zhang Que's shoulder. The scar-riddled Eagle King Little Sha lunged into the sky like a fired arrow. As if this was a signal, swishswishswish! All the eagles of the team took flight into the skies like bamboo shoots after the spring rain, soaring into the air to clash with the Arabian hunting falcons.


The battle was on the verge of breaking out!


"You can do it!"


Zhang Que looked up with clenched teeth at the sky, his hands balled into fists.



                                                                        Chapter 872: Talas, the Final Step! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




Only the members of the eagle team knew of the heavy price that had been paid to seek out information on the Arabs. Eleven members of the team had died in the region east of Talas, and twenty to thirty eagles had died in battle. Even Little Sha had been heavily wounded. However, Zhang Que had succeeded in realizing some of the rules the Arabs operated on.


The Arabs had an independent way of fighting. The birds in the air would often fly very far from the scouts on the ground, with the hunting falcons observing areas several dozen li away. When these Arabian hunting falcons encountered an enemy bird, one of them would immediately turn back to inform the scouts in the rear.


If one wanted to prevent discovery by the Arabs, one first had to bring their scout birds to the ground. Meanwhile, if the hunting falcons did not encounter any enemies in the air, they would continue forward, circling in the air once to determine the enemy numbers before leaving.


To stop being discovered, these massive hunting falcons skilled in aerial combat needed to all be exterminated before they managed to complete a single circle. If one of them were allowed to escape, all their efforts would be in vain, and the silent advance of the more than one hundred thousand soldiers of Qixi would have been for nothing.


One circle! Only one circle! No matter what, we must succeed!


Zhang Que nervously looked up to the skies.


The Arabs currently had their army distributed in all directions, with only a part of it on the western side. This was their best chance. The eagle team had fully mobilized, and this battle would determine the success or failure of both the Qixi and Anxi armies!


As these thoughts flew through his mind, the dense flock of Great Tang eagles had already made contact with the Arabian hunting falcons.


Creeee!


Shrill cries echoed through the skies. There was no skirmishing or probing. On first contact, the birds on both sides had plunged into a bitter melee. Feathers flew and blood splashed, not in drips, but in a great shower from the very start.


Bang!


There was a black flash as an Arabian hunting falcon dropped from the sky like a stone, crashing against the gravelly ground and turning into a ball of pulped flesh and shattered bone. Behind it came three Great Tang eagles, also crashing into the earth.


And then five, six, seven, eight…


The fighting was far fiercer than expected, the Arabian hunting falcons far more vicious. Their beaks were like steel picks, their claws like iron hooks, each of their strikes tearing out large chunks of flesh and feathers. Each hunting falcon could contend with two, three, or four other birds. It was precisely under these vicious attacks that Zhang Que's Little Sha had been injured.


But at this moment, Zhang Que and his eagle team were using completely different tactics. Whoosh! Thirty to forty eagles descended like a wolf pack on a single Arabian hunting falcon, their beaks pecking and claws slashing. With this single clash, the massive and fierce hunting falcon was felled, its body plunging out of the skies.


In this process, all the eagles were single-mindedly focused, ignoring the attacks of the other hunting falcons. None of them turned their heads, and none of them tried to escape. They bore the pain as they converged and finished off one hunting falcon before turning to their next target.


In these circumstances, the eagle team suffered large losses as many of their eagles sustained grievous wounds and dropped from the skies. This sight caused the eyes of the eagle team to redden in grief.


Each of these eagles had gone through intense training, training that had been infused with their deep affection. The death of each eagle was like a piece of themselves being torn away, but all of them could only bury these emotions deep within their hearts.


One, two, three… Zhang Que's tactics were effective, and in the space of a few seconds, many of the hunting falcons had been killed. Not even the fiercest hunting falcon could resist the attacks of so many eagles, but Zhang Que's heart was still taut with tension.


We can't let them escape, not a single one…


Zhang Que continued to clench his fists as he surveyed the situation in the air. No matter how many Arabian hunting falcons they killed in this battle, it would all be meaningless if they were not completely wiped out. If even one were allowed to return, it would mean complete defeat. The number of Arabian hunting falcons in the air continued to fall, and in the face of this undaunted flock of eagles, the hunting falcons finally lost their courage, with several of them shrilly crying out as they turned to flee.


The hearts of the eagle team leapt to their throats at this sight, and Zhang Que himself greatly paled.


At this moment, there was a black flicker as a rock eagle lunged forward like a lightning bolt, its claws tearing through the back of one of the hunting falcons and dropping it to the ground. It struck a second, then a third, which tried to turn and fight back, but it quickly joined the rest of its comrades in a plunge to the ground.


Bang!


As the last Arabian hunting falcon dropped to the ground, the eagle team broke into cheers.


"Little Sha!"


"Little Sha!"


"Little Sha!"


The rock eagle that had ended the lives of the three Arabian hunting falcons was Zhang Que's Eagle King, Little Sha.


"Success!"


Zhang Que finally breathed a sigh of relief. The Arabs would not remain perpetually unaware, but by killing these hunting falcons, they had managed to buy some time for the army.


"The rest will depend on Huang Botian's group!"


There were two bottlenecks one needed to pass to prevent discovery by the Arabs. The first was the hunting falcons the Arabs had stationed around their outermost perimeter, and the second was the scouts on the ground. Each hunting falcon had its respective scout, and just because the battle in the air had been won didn't meant that they could let down their guard.


The scouts on the ground would definitely come to investigate once they lost contact with their hunting falcons, but this task was beyond Zhang Que's abilities.


"Ready!"


A resounding shout came from up ahead, and Zhang Que turned to see Huang Botian mounted on a brown horse, gathering the elite scouts for a sortie.


The army began to march faster and faster as Talas got closer and closer. Everyone knew that not much time was left for the army, and all of them were nervous to the extreme.


At thirty li, all the Arab scouts on the perimeter were wiped out, buying the last bit of time for Wang Chong and his army of more than one hundred thousand.


Twenty li!


Fifteen li!


Thirteen li!


The army could be discovered at any moment, and all of them were racing against time, striving for every second. All of them understood that each extra meter the army could advance increased the chances of victory by just that little more. They silently and grimly advanced, making no sound other than the marching of their feet and the rolling of the wheels.


Only the final step remains!


In the rear of the army, Wang Chong sat upon the White-hoofed Shadow, gazing at the numerous banners ahead with his sharp eyes, encircled by experts and generals. Whether it was Zhang Que's eagle team or Huang Botian's sortie of scouts, he had a grasp of the entire situation.


For an army of one hundred thousand to remain undiscovered was an impossibility, but he could at least push his army to get as close as possible, winning for it the largest advantage possible.


Wang Chong had used the model to carefully examine the terrain around Talas. Although Talas itself was ringed by plains, there was a range of low hills to its northeast. If he could reach that hill before being discovered by the Arabs, he could catch them unawares.


A small boat could easily change course, and while a squad of ten-some people could easily alter its tactics, a vast army of hundreds of thousands fully invested in attacking Talas would not find it so easy a task to alter the direction of its assaults. This was the chance that Wang Chong and his army could exploit.


Rumble!


At this moment, the earth began to sway and shudder as the air was suddenly filled with the rumbling of hooves.


"Reporting!" A scout dismounted and kneeled on the ground, his expression nervous. "A force of seven or eight thousand Arab soldiers is heading our way! Lord Protector-General, how should we handle them?"


Wang Chong only faintly smiled as he looked ahead. A cloud of dust was rising from behind the hills, and atop them, a steel wave of seven or eight thousand Arabs appeared.


"We were still discovered in the end!"


Wang Chong's faint smile turned into a careless grin. The Arabs were not weaklings, and though he had done his best to remain hidden and let the din of battle cover his advance, the Arabs had still noticed something strange and sent soldiers to sweep the area.


"But just seven or eight thousand is far from enough!"


His tactics of muffling the animals and forbidding any chatter amongst the soldiers had proved effective. The only sound he had no means of suppressing was that of the carriages, but the paths Wang Chong's army traversed were part of the bustling Silk Road, crisscrossed by endless streams of caravans, making such a sound extremely normal. In addition, since the scouts had not reported back on their approach, the noise had not engendered much suspicion.


Wang Chong had thought very carefully over these measures, and they were now bearing fruit.


The Arabs had heard the noise, but they clearly believed that the number wasn't very large and had sent only seven or eight thousand cavalry to see what was going on.


Clang!


Wang Chong unsheathed his sword. This four-feet-long Wootz Steel sword seemed to even block out the light of the sun, its edge gleaming with cold light.


"All soldiers, hear my order! Advance at full speed!"


Before he had even finished speaking, his sword had swung down toward that distant band of hills.


With this order, the army of more than one hundred thousand seemed to shed its disguise, stirring up a massive cloud of dust as it charged. Although the Arab force of seven or eight thousand cavalry had appeared and discovered them, it was already too late. Their discovery would have no effect on the overall situation.
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Rumble! The charge of the Tang army caused a hint of turmoil to run through the distant Arab army.


"Bastard! How could there be this many Tang soldiers? Why didn't we get any reports about this!!!"


On a distant hill, a fully-armored Arab officer furiously cursed in Arabic, his eyes wide open in rage, his entire face contorted as he gazed at the vast and intimidating army before him.


The order he had been given said that there might be an army of twenty to thirty thousand approaching Talas. Although it wasn't certain if this was a Tang army, out of an abundance of caution, his superiors had decided to send a force of around seven thousand cavalry to check it out. The Abbasid Caliphate was a country of war. All of its people, from top to bottom, were practiced fighters. This force of cavalry was riding the mighty Arabian steeds. This was a force strong enough to deal with sixty to seventy thousand soldiers, but this enemy had even more soldiers than that.


The Arabs did not shrink from battle, but this army clearly did not consist of ordinary soldiers. This forbidding and imposing momentum and sharp aura were clearly indicative of a veteran army, elites amongst elites.


Only a madman would take seven thousand soldiers to contend against an army of more than one hundred thousand such soldiers.


"Retreat! Hurry and withdraw!"


"Someone! Report this to Lord Governor!"


Screams and shouts filled the air as the seven thousand Arab cavalrymen panicked and began to retreat. Meanwhile, the vast army of reinforcements from Qixi seemed to swallow up the earth as it unstoppably surged forward.


……


In a place around seven or eight li from Talas, a region of low hills, the cold winds blew and the grass swayed and trembled. Although the nearby Talas had long been drowned in blood and corpses, this place was silent as if frozen in time.


"Kiiill!"


But at this moment, a sharp cry tore through the skies, shattering the silence.


"Run away!"


"The Tang army is coming!"


The Arab cavalry suddenly poured out from the hilltops, shouting in panic as they fled toward Talas. This sudden transformation quickly attracted the notice of the soldiers on the battlefield. The Arab forces stationed on the easternmost flank of the battlefield were the first to notice.


"What's going on?!"


"Aren't these Abdullah's men? Didn't they just leave? Why are they coming back!"


"Bastards! They're in such a mess. What in the world could frighten them so badly?"


The sight of these panicked soldiers immediately had some of the Arab warriors furious with rebuke. Arabia was a country built on war, and they worshiped courage and ferocity. Those who fought unflinchingly at the front lines had always received their utmost respect, while those timid ones who fled in panic were always the first to be cast aside.


"Hurry and inform Lord Governor! The Tang army has arrived!"


"The Tang reinforcements are here!"


One of the Arabian horsemen at the very front paid little attention to the rebukes of his comrades, using all his strength to crazily shout.


"Absurd!"


But those warnings only incurred further rebukes. The army split apart as a savage-faced Arab general rode out upon a mighty Arabian steed. His right hand rested on the scimitar at his waist while his body seethed with killing intent.


"The most elite soldiers of the Great Tang are right here. What other formidable soldiers could Anxi possibly have?


"Even if the Great Tang really did send reinforcements, what is there to be afraid of? We've gathered more than three hundred thousand soldiers here. Lord Governor has long ago ordered that any coward who flees on the battlefield will be immediately executed! Are these scoundrels seeking death?"


As the strongest existence on the continent, the Abbasid Caliphate had subdued countless states on its periphery, big and small. For this war, the Abbasid Caliphate had even gathered an army of more than three hundred thousand elites in Talas's vicinity. At a time like this, was there anything that could threaten them? What could possibly be worth fleeing in such panic?


But the Arab general soon found it impossible to say any more. Behind those fleeing Arab cavalry, some invisible pair of hands was seemingly shaking the hills, causing them to shudder and tremble. While small at first, the trembling grew more and more intense, and even the battlefield around Talas seemed to be shaking.


What is going on here?


The Arab general slightly paled. No force of seven to eight thousand could cause this intense trembling. Only an army of at least one hundred thousand could do something like this.


Buzz!


As the Arab general and his soldiers looked on, a black banner depicting a dragon was slowly raised over the hills, accompanied by a lofty and stalwart horseman.


One was followed by another, a third… In the blink of an eye, the hills were covered by thousands of cavalry, filling the horizon. These cavalry simply stood atop the hills, not chasing after the fleeing Arab cavalry. They were silent, their eyes coldly observing the battlefield.


As these cavalry stood in a distant stalemate with the countless Arabs, an indescribably oppressive air descended upon the battlefield. In a flash, the world was eerily still, with even the sounds of fighting seeming to dwindle.


"The Tang…"


The Arab general swallowed as he subconsciously took a step back, fear appearing in his eyes. He did not lack resolve, but the pressure exerted by this army was simply too great. These thousands of soldiers silently stood there, gazing at them with scorn and contempt, their eyes like mountains pressing down upon their chests and making it impossible to breathe.


"Impossible! How could the Great Tang still have such a powerful army?"


The Arab general's eyes were wide open in disbelief. Buzz! At this moment, he felt a strange sensation as the army in the center of the hills parted and a massive silver-white dragon banner was thrust into the air.


Beneath this banner, the Arab general finally set eyes on the commander of the Tang force. It was an apparently thin and frail youth, his horse a divine steed with hooves as white as snow. And yet his eyes glowed with contempt, blazed with the searing light of the sun. Powerful generals were arrayed around him like the stars shining around the moon.


"We've finally arrived!!"


Wang Chong looked into the distance from the top of the hill. After five days of marching, the army had finally arrived at Talas. From this vantage point, he could see blazing signal fires and earth covered with Arab soldiers and battle standards.


This was the first time Wang Chong was setting eyes on such a large Arab army. The Arabs had much larger physiques than the people of Mengshe Zhao, and they were much more aggressive than the people of Ü-Tsang. When tens of thousands of them gathered into an army, they exuded an aura that no other power or army on the Great Tang's border could match.


Fire!


A black flame that devoured all!


This was the first impression Wang Chong got when he looked down upon the Arab army.


This uncountable sea of Arab soldiers had completely surrounded Talas, forming layer after layer.


This famous fortress of the Silk Road had long ago been deprived of its grandeur, its wall forced into an unbearable state of disrepair. Blood gushed down from the walls, imbuing them with a dark red luster. The sky seemed aflame as fires raged over the walls. On the distant hill, Wang Chong could already smell the pungent scent of blood carried along by the wind.


In the rear of the Arab army, catapults were flinging massive rocks through the air and into the city. Meanwhile, under the cover of the catapults, countless Arab soldiers wielding scimitars were scaling the walls along siege ladders.


The battle in the city was at a critical juncture.


After two months, the Anxi Protectorate army in the city was at its limit. Wang Chong could see countless Arab soldiers mounting the walls. Meanwhile, several Arab soldiers outside the gate were madly crashing a massive, ten-some-zhang battering ram into the gates.


The heavy steel gate was severely deformed, and he could tell at a glance that it wouldn't last for long.


"Feng Changqing was right. The Arabs really did launch an all-out offensive!"


Wang Chong only slightly creased his brow at this sight, caring little about this fact. No matter what sort of plan the Arabs had, the moment he appeared, everything was set. He would make Talas the place where the Arabs suffered their most crushing and miserable defeat.


With his mind buzzing, Wang Chong turned his gaze to the walls. At the most obvious place on the walls of Talas, Wang Chong finally spotted that majestic and renowned figure of the Western Regions. Standing atop the walls, he continued to slash at the Arab soldiers assaulting the walls while roaring out orders. His armor was so stained in blood that not a clean spot could be seen.


Gao Xianzhi seemed to be rooted on the walls, his feet fused into it. He appeared like a giant, standing tall and steady. No matter how many Arab soldiers charged at him, they would all be stopped at his feet, forever unable to break through.


Around him, Wang Chong could also see countless soldiers of the Anxi Protectorate army engaged in intense combat.


After two months of battle, each of them was at their limits, all of them so exhausted that they seemed ready to fall at any moment. But a pride in their bones continued to support them, allowing them to fight to the death on the walls. No one could know how they had lasted for so long, but each of them had managed to struggle through it with their own methods.


At this sight, even Wang Chong couldn't help but be deeply moved.
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Although Wang Chong had never seen the Anxi Protectorate army before, or even interacted with this most powerful army of the Western Regions, in this moment, it left an incredibly deep impression in his mind.


This was the backbone of the Great Tang!


Clang!


Without the slightest hesitation, Wang Chong coldly unsheathed his sword and aimed it at the Arabs, its tip gleaming with cold light.


"All soldiers, full-speed charge!"


Boom!


The earth quaked as the more than one hundred thousand soldiers standing on the hill suddenly transformed into a flood that surged down toward Talas.


"Kiiill!"


Battle cries resounded over the plains. The first to charge down from the hill was the Invincible Great General Li Siye and his five thousand disciplined Wushang Cavalry, all of them armed to the teeth. Clang! A dazzling war halo erupted from Li Siye's body, rapidly expanding to the rest of his soldiers. This was followed by a second, a third, a fourth… In the blink of an eye, thousands of war halos had been unleashed, shrouding the Wushang Cavalry and rendering them into a moving fortress.


Boom!


The sheer momentum of this charge was enough to knock over mountains and cleave apart seas, and it seemed like no army could stand against it!


"Kiiill!"


Close behind the Wushang Cavalry, the cavalry of the Qixi Protectorate army and the Annan Protectorate army had formed the second echelon, their war halos expanding down the hills like rushing floodwaters. Behind them were thousands of chariots and military transport carriages, pulled along by warhorses into a fierce gallop.


Despite the speed, all these chariots and carriages remained in tight formation, without the slightest hint of turmoil.


"Charge!"


At the same time, more than ten thousand troops, consisting of the regular soldiers from Greater and Lesser Balur, the Gangke, and the other mercenaries of the Western Regions, charged out from the left and right flanks with a roar. One wave, two waves, three waves… the more than one hundred thousand soldiers were like a vast sea, pouring over the hills to wash over the plains.


"The Tang, it's the Tang!"


"Get ready! Adjust the formation!"


"Directly to the east! Hurry and assemble! Infantry, raise shields! All cavalry, prepare to attack!"


Sharp shouts rang out over the army. In the face of this army of more than one hundred thousand Tang soldiers, the Arabs that had been putting all their strength into a disciplined assault on Talas fell into disorder and turmoil. Wang Chong's meticulous preparations were now showing their worth.


It was essentially impossible for an army of three hundred thousand soldiers focused on besieging a city to turn around in such a short amount of time. A small boat could adjust its course, but not a large ship. The only effect of this string of orders was to make the three hundred thousand Arab soldiers descend into chaos.


"Get ready! Assemble!"


Just when the Qixi Protectorate army was about to make impact, a loud and dignified voice came from the easternmost flank. The sound of this voice instantly caused the turmoil to fade away. As if answering a summons, the Arab soldiers on the eastern flank suddenly calmed down and began to rapidly gather.


"Second and third units, draw back! Tenth unit, advance!"


Following these clear and precise orders, the Arab soldiers began to step forward, planting their large infantry shields in the ground. Each of these shields was taller than a man, both sturdy and thick. Countless of these shields being planted in the ground had essentially created a wall of steel on the eastern flank of the battlefield.


And behind this steel wall, the disorderly army was swiftly assembling into countless fortress-like formations. In a few short moments, the Arabs had gathered thirty thousand infantry and forty thousand valiant cavalry.


This strength was enough to deal with at least one hundred thousand enemies!


Rumble!


It was at this moment that the army of seventy thousand parted, the earth rumbling as an Arab general slowly trotted out, a storm of energy rising from his body. He wore a golden hood and golden armor, and underneath him was a brown Arabian steed. His arrival on the battlefield was like the descent of a god.


The surrounding Arab soldiers all bowed to this general, expressions of awe and respect on their faces.


Umar!


This was one of the most famous generals in the eastern region of the Abbasid Caliphate, and one of the most powerful generals serving Governor of the East Abu Muslim. In the Abbasid Caliphate, he had yet another name: the Arabian Arrow!


Umar had won his reputation through iron and blood, and he had led the troops of his empire in crushing ten-some kingdoms practicing heretic faiths, burning these territories to the earth.


In the east, he wielded massive authority and appeal!


Umar's appearance immediately emboldened the Arabs and caused them to calm down. Even Abdullah's seven thousand cavalry who had fled in defeat had calmed down and rejoined the rest of the army. Under Umar's command, the army began to condense, all traces of disorder vanishing, and their flame grew ever more vigorous and mighty, making Umar's figure seem even more gigantic.


"All soldiers, hear my order! Put everything into stopping the enemy! All who retreat will die!"


Clang! A sharp and opulent saber was raised overhead, shining in the light of the sun. Umar's eyes themselves were like bolts of lightning as his voice thundered over the battlefield.


"Yes! General Umar!"


"I pledge to fight to the death for General!"


The seventy thousand Arab soldiers roared in unison, their cries echoing ceaselessly in the air. In a flash, the Arab soldiers on the east had completely mobilized into a defensive formation. At this sight, even Wang Chong couldn't help but feel a hint of respect.


The Arabs were the only existence in this world that could threaten the Great Tang, the only faction that could stand on equal terms with it. Moreover, through their reaction speed, the Arabs had displayed a fighting strength that neither Mengshe Zhao nor Ü-Tsang could compare to!


Your reaction is very fast, but it's still useless!


A sharp light glimmered in Wang Chong's eyes. The Arabs truly were more formidable opponents than the Tibetans or the Mengshe Zhao, but the Great Tang was a formidable existence that had suppressed Mengshe Zhao, Ü-Tsang, the Eastern and Western Turkic Khaganates, Goguryeo, and many other countries. This battle would decide just which of them could be considered the world's most powerful empire.


"Hyah!"


Wang Chong urged his horse forward in a gallop down the hill.


Rumble!


The earth shook and the heavens swayed as the massive wave of more than one hundred thousand Tang soldiers roared toward the Arabs. Cavalry and infantry filled the horizon as the distance between the two sides shrank.


"Ready!"


The Arab orders cut through the clouds. Clangclangclang! Long and massive spears were placed above the shields, their sharp tips aimed at the Tang soldiers charging from the east. Behind the shield wall, the massive Arabian warhorses flared their nostrils while their muscular riders stared at the approaching enemy with vicious glares, ready to enter the fray.


Arabia was a country of war, and it had relied on conquest and battle to create the largest empire on the continent, the Abbasid Caliphate!


No matter who their opponent was, the Arabs would never lightly retreat. 'The best defense is a good offense.' This was a deeply-rooted principle in the mind of each Arab. Meanwhile, the Tang were getting closer and closer, their hooves thundering against the earth. The Arabs began to slightly lean forward, their veins bulging out of their skin as they readied to meet the enemy.


The battlefield was saturated with tension!


Three hundred paces!


Two hundred paces!


The Tang were getting closer and closer, only one hundred paces away now. Boom! Dust roiled as countless black halos erupted from the feet of the Arabs. Unlike the Halos of Thorns used by the Great Tang, these halos were branded with the image of a black six-pointed star, the hexagram. These thousands of black halos melded together, transforming the seventy thousand Arab soldiers on the eastern flank into a dreadful black fortress.


Rumble!


Amidst the fierce cries of warhorses, at least twenty thousand of the Arab cavalry roared as they charged out from behind the wall. At almost the same time, swords clanged as the five thousand Wushang Cavalry galloped forward to meet them.


Boom!


As countless soldiers watched, both sides' cavalry clashed with a thunderous explosion. For a second, the entire world seemed to fall silent and time itself seemed to have stopped!


"Aaaaah!"


When this brief moment passed, screams began to fill the air. The countless Arab cavalry were cut down like weeds and thrown into the air in twos and threes, flying up ten-some zhang. Li Siye and his five thousand Wushang Cavalry were like a sharp sword fiercely thrusting into the Arab cavalry.


Those Arabs wildly swung their sabers and swords, but they were all repelled by the Meteoric Metal armor of the Wushang Cavalry.


"All soldiers, hear my order! Charge with me and kill them all!


"All those who offend the Han will be executed, no matter how far away they are!"


Li Siye's eyes exploded with light, his entire person like that of a tiger as he furiously bellowed. He raised his massive Wootz Steel sword and swung down, cleaving apart an Arab rider and his horse. No armor could stand against the sharp Wootz Steel. Bangbangbang! Collisions rang out over the battlefield, but as the Wushang Cavalry charged through, none of the Arabs seemed able to stop them. They were like dominoes, easily knocked away or trampled under the hooves of the Tang cavalry.


In only a single clash, the tens of thousands of Arab cavalry were utterly crushed by the five thousand Wushang Cavalry, suffering grievous casualties. And the Wushang Cavalry had not even been aided by Wang Chong's halos!
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"Impossible! Since when did the East have such powerful cavalry!?"


In the rear of the Arab army, Umar felt his breathing stop, and his eyes narrowed. These tens of thousands of cavalry were the best men under his command and had accompanied him in conquests across the world, in suppressing numerous rebellions and revolts. They had even accompanied him in his battles against the Sassanid Empire1 and other ancient cultures.



But Umar had never imagined that such a skilled force of cavalry would be so thoroughly wrecked by a cavalry force from the east.


"Everyone, follow me!"


Almost at the same time, in the rear of the five thousand Wushang Cavlary, Sun Zhiming called out, gathering nearly ten thousand Qixi cavalry to take advantage of the gap in the Arab cavalry and slice through. Under this charge led by Sun Zhiming, the Arab cavalry were thrown into even greater turmoil.


On the other end, Chen Burang, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, and the other 'future general stars' of Deflecting Blade Manor were leading the cavalry of the Annan Protectorate army and the mercenaries in their own separate charges. After more than a year of tough and bitter tempering, although they had still not reached the levels of Li Siye and Su Hanshan, they had slowly begun to mature, the insight, experience, and understanding of strategy they had developed in Deflecting Blade Manor allowing them to show the nascent forms of generals.


These skills that they had learned were far more effective on this battlefield than their personal strength, which was why Wang Chong had called them over from Deflecting Blade Manor.


Thudthudthud!


The constant charges of the Tang army chose the weakest and most lethal points of the Arab formation. 'The art of war is the art of chess.' Whether it was Sun Zhiming, Chen Burang, or any of the others, all of them had been influenced by Wang Chong and had a thorough understanding of the art of war, as well as an extremely sensitive nose for opportunities on the battlefield.


One 'War Saint' in Wang Chong was already difficult enough to deal with, and now with all these future generals, the army of one hundred thousand displayed a strength far above normal.


This was the Great Tang's most valiant and most beautifully deployed army!


Boomboomboom! Screams continued to rip through the air, accompanying countless crashes and collisions. The tens of thousands of Arab cavalry were swiftly pulverized. Even though the Arabs were muscular and natural fighters, this war was not a competition between individuals, but a battle between groups.


Once the Arabs were cut and divided into small groups, even the strongest of them was insignificant.


Bangbangbang! Fierce collisions rang out as the Arab cavalry were attacked from multiple angles, charged against time and time again, and slumped down, dying upon their horses. In a few seconds the Arabs had suffered seventeen to eighteen thousand losses, the speed of their defeat leaving them stunned and dismayed.


Led by the future general stars of Deflecting Blade Manor and the future Invincible Great General Li Siye, the cavalry and their Arrow Formations had a might that was nigh impossible to imagine!


Neigh!


Fierce neighing cut through the battlefield. While Sun Zhiming and the others were leading repeated charges through the Arab cavalry, Li Siye had already punched through the whole of the formation. Together with his Ferghana steed, he savagely smashed into the Arab shield wall.


"Careful! Raise the shields! Stop that Tang!"


"Kill them! All who retreat will be executed!"


Urgent orders rang out over the battlefield, suffused with fear and panic. Bangbangbang! Metal clanged on the eastern edge of the Talas battlefield as countless Arab soldiers tensed their muscles and put all their strength into holding fast their massive metal shields.


But what came in reply was a metallic bang…


Clang! Li Siye's massive Wootz Steel sword had cut that massive shield and the Arab soldier behind it into two, striking fear into the hearts of the surrounding soldiers. The Abbasid Caliphate was an empire founded on war, and their armor and weapons were forged to the highest standard. Those heavy shields had been forged from the best iron. Not only were they capable of withstanding the full charge of enemy cavalry, but even the sharpest Arab swords found it difficult to shave even a sliver off them. The reputation of these shields was known throughout the Western Regions.


No one had expected this giant of a Tang general to cleave through this shield like it had been made of paper.


"No matter the price, hurry and stop him!"


"Axemen, shieldmen, archers, hurry!"


"Don't let him charge over!"


The Arab infantry formation fell into turmoil, awed and intimidated by Li Siye's apparently divine might. Countless Arabs rushed forward with their shields to stop Li Siye and cover up the gap, but they were too late.


"Charge!"


The thousands of Wushang Cavalry poured in behind Li Siye, their Wootz Steel swords slicing straight through the famed Arab shields. By the time the Wushang Cavalry's Arrow Formation had finished charging through, the initially small gap that Li Siye had cut open was now a massive and gaping wound that threw the entire Arab army into chaos.


Cavalry were the undisputed champions, the strongest of all soldier types. Any infantry that lacked large shields to slow the speed of cavalry would never be able to stop a charging horseman. Even the most formidable of the Arab infantry and their pugnacious natures did not make them an exception.


Boomboomboom!


The Arab infantry formation swiftly crumbled under the assault of the five thousand Wushang Cavalry. These were the strongest cavalry in the history of the Great Tang, the world's number one cavalry force. In these foreign lands, they had finally displayed their crushing and invincible power.


Not even the infamously militant Arabs could stop them.


"Ten Charges Ten Victories!"


Li Siye's voice thundered in the skies. Boom! The five thousand Wushang Cavalry instantly scattered apart, and the turmoil near the gap began to spread ten times faster to infect the rest of the army.


"Noooo!!"


Deep within the army, Umar, the Arabian Arrow, trembled in shock at this scene, his entire face contorted.


As a famed Arab general, Umar had conquered countless adversaries, but none had been like this force of Tang cavalry, exuding such an aura of pressure and menace. For the first time, Umar could sense the aura of death. He still had around forty thousand troops, but these numbers gave him no comfort.


The Mamelukes! Only the Mamelukes can deal with them!


At this moment, Umar could only think of that strongest force in the empire, the terrifying Mamelukes. Only the Mamelukes were capable of this sort of feat, crushing the other Arab cavalry in such a dominating fashion.


"All soldiers, hear my order! Assemble and attack those Tang soldiers!"


Despite his consternation, Umar still did not give up, still did not surrender. As the illustrious Arabian Arrow, Umar had always been tough and tenacious. No matter how formidable his opponent was, Umar would never retreat. He would only ever pick one choice: utterly crushing his powerful foes.


"The twenty-third infantry unit, the twenty-fourth, twenty-fifth, and twenty-seventh shield units, get up there and stop their charge!


"The seventh, ninth, and tenth infantry units… all of you reinforce the line!


"Everyone, no matter the cost, we must stop that Tang."


Umar sat on his horse with a straight back and sharp eyes, orders constantly streaming from his mouth. The entire army complied with his orders, speedily working to relieve their comrades. Umar was the only general on the eastern lines capable of maintaining such clarity and discipline in his army in the face of the Wushang Cavalry's charge.


As one of the elite Arab generals, Umar was well aware that even the fiercest soldiers could not be invincible. Not even the Abbasid Caliphate's Mamelukes were all-powerful. The most terrifying aspect of cavalry was their speed. If that speed could be brought down, then cavalry were no different from infantry.


If there was no means of dropping their speed, he would just use lives to make up for the deficiency.


This was the simplest tactic Umar could think of.


Roooar!


"For General Umar!"


"For the Caliphate!"


The Arab soldiers turned savage and vicious. The ferocity of the Wushang Cavalry had not only failed to make the Arabs retreat, but had even stimulated their fighting and killing intent, causing countless Arabs to surge forward. The fierce and pugnacious nature of the Arabs was clearly bared. The Tibetans were also a pugnacious people, but comparing them to the Arabs was like comparing the moon to the sun. They weren't even on the same level.


The aggressive nature of the Tibetans was limited in that it only went down to their blood, but the aggressive nature of the Arabs had bored deep into the marrow of their bones.


Rooar! Bellows shook the heavens. Amidst the surging flood of Arab soldiers was a particularly striking group of soldiers clad in dazzling golden armor. Each member of this group was nearly two meters tall and much more muscular than the other Arabs. All of them used massive axes and scimitars, moving with such speed that they crossed several hundred zhang in mere moments. Meanwhile, the bright war halos under their feet made them seem like divine weapons.


______________
1. The Sassanids were a Persian empire that ruled the Middle East from the third century to the middle of the seventh century, but it was toppled and replaced by the Arab Rashidun Caliphate. Exhausted from years of warfare with the Roman Empire and its own civil wars, it swiftly fell to Arab incursions that began in 632, though its last emperor, Yazdegerd III, would only be killed in 651. Given that it is now around 751, we must either conclude that Umar is very, very old, or he fought against some sort of Sassanid rump state, not actually participating in the initial Arab conquest.↩
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The seventh, ninth, and tenth infantry units… these were elite infantry units personally trained by Umar, his personal guards. They also had another duty: assaulting hardened points of resistance on the battlefield. The Arabs had conquered the world through cavalry, but they had also researched methods to deal with cavalry.


After all, the Arabs were far from the only power to possess and train cavalry!


These were Umar's handpicked men who had helped him kill the elite troops of numerous enemy states on the battlefield, both infantry and cavalry.


As the army moved and shifted, an invisible net of death was drawing in around the five thousand Wushang Cavalry. But things were far from over. Umar was a renowned general, and his expertise was not restricted to mere defense.


"The thirtieth cavalry unit, thirty-third cavalry unit, fortieth, fiftieth, and eightieth cavalry units… charge and smash their left and right flanks! Crush them!"


Umar's eyes were cold and emotionless as they locked onto the flanks of the Qixi army.


'Avoid the solid and strike the weak' was not a principle that only the Great Tang understood. The Arabs might not have had many strategy texts, but through countless bloody battles, Umar had grasped this obvious principle through real combat. This force of Tang cavalry truly was very powerful, but this did not mean that all the Tang soldiers were like that.


As long as he could bypass the Tang cavalry and strike at their weakness, defeating the main force in the rear, then in the end, no matter how powerful this group of Tang cavalry was, the victory would still go to the Abbasid Caliphate.


And not only that, even though the Tang forces seemed to cover the earth, Umar understood that all he needed to do with his tactics was buy some time. The Arabs had gathered more than three hundred thousand elite soldiers at Talas, and once those three hundred thousand soldiers were fully mobilized, the only thing awaiting the Tang would be death.


Boom!


The earth swayed and trembled. Umar had barely spoken when a force of fifteen thousand Arab cavalry rode out from the rear, dividing into two halves that rode to the left and right, galloping past the shield wall like black whirlwinds. Black halos clanged and clattered under their feet as they rapidly accelerated to their maximum speeds.


Three hundred zhang went by in a flash!


The fifteen thousand cavalry had smoothly bypassed the Wushang Cavalry, as well as the forces led by Sun Zhiming, Chen Burang, and the others. They now had a clear path to the rear of the Qixi army.


Infantry!


In the face of charging cavalry, they had always been sheep waiting for the slaughter. In the history of infantry versus cavalry, the numbers of times that infantry had won was extremely small. A fully-armored cavalry force could charge down an infantry force five, six, even ten times its number, and the ferocious Arab cavalry had annihilated infantry forces beyond number.


"Kill them!"


"Crush their formation! Pulverize them!"


"For the Abbasid Caliphate! Kill these infidels!"


Hooves thundered along the ground as the fifteen thousand Arab cavalry and their black halos approached the Tang rear like a majestic hurricane. One hundred and fifty zhang, one hundred zhang, fifty zhang… the distance was rapidly decreasing, and they could now see the soldiers on the transport carriages getting off and taking up formation.


But this was already too late. Before these veteran and lighting-fast Arab cavalry, such efforts were pointless.


"Kill them!"


Vicious bellows filled the air as the fifteen thousand cavalry pushed themselves to cross that final stretch.


"Readyyy!"


At almost the same time, a loud order came from the Tang side. Silvery-white carts were suddenly pushed forward, five Tang infantry standing next to each one. And in front of these infantry, Chen Bin had unsheathed his Wootz Steel sword and pointed it forward.


His gaze was aloof, his back straight, his sword hand unmoving as if fixed in place.


Forty zhang!


Thirty zhang!


"Fire!"


At the final moment, Chen Bin swung down his sword. The hundreds of small carts instantly began to move. Boooom! For a moment, the world seemed silent, all other noise drowned out by a deafening explosion, the music of death itself.


Countless ballista bolts, each of them more than one zhang long and covered in inscriptions, were fired out of the small carts in a torrential rain.


"Careful!"


"Ballista bolts!"


The eyes of the Arab cavalry at the very front instantly widened at the sight of these bolts, and the breath in their lungs seemed to freeze as terror seized their bodies. They strenuously pulled on the reins of their horses to turn and flee, but it was already too late.


Bang! A horse shrieked as a thick ballista bolt blew through it, and then a second, a third… The renowned Arab warhorses, each of them wrapped in thick armor that was impervious to ordinary arrows, might as well have been made of paper in the face of the Great Tang's mighty ballista bolts.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


Hundreds upon thousands of ballista bolts were fired, each one piercing through four or five Arab cavalrymen, with the most powerful of them tearing through seven or eight. The whinnying of horses filled the air, and in this one clash, the Arabs had lost at least five thousand, perhaps even six thousand men.


But even though the Arab cavalry were being peppered by ballista fire, the powerful force of inertia carried them along for quite some distance, even up to the very first row of ballistae, though they were nothing more than corpses by that point.


"Release!"


Chen Bin's eyes had remained fixed on the Arab cavalry, and his Wootz Steel sword swung down once more. Boooooom!Churning dust filled the air as a second volley was fired.


"Release!"


A third volley filled the skies soon after the second, each ballista bolt like the scythe of the god of death, each one aimed at an Arab cavalryman. After three volleys, the fifteen thousand Arab cavalry were finished, their fate sealed. The vast battlefield was now carpeted with the bodies of horses and Arabs.


After three volleys, the thundering hooves and cries of war had all vanished. The gurgling of the new rivers of blood could be heard loud and clear.


Silence!


For a second, the entire battlefield was eerily still, even the sounds of fighting dying away. In the distance, the Arab soldiers stared in shock at the ground covered in corpses, dread and terror in their eyes. These fifteen thousand cavalry had all been excellent warriors who had participated in the conquest of many a kingdom, defeating foes many times their number, subduing all kinds of doughty adversaries. Each of them had been galloping at maximum speed and could contend against four or five infantry.


When they set out, each of the Arab soldiers had been confident that they could kill several times their number in Tang, that they could pierce straight through the Tang formation and utterly scatter them. None of them had imagined that three volleys of ballista bolts would be enough to put them into the earth.


In their history of wars, never had the Arabs encountered such a thing as this. All of them instantly felt an oppressive and stifling pressure.


Even Umar had grown much paler.


"Advance!"


Chen Bin's eyes were unmoved by the gruesome scene wrought by the ballistae. He waved his sword down, and the three thousand silvery-white carts, the three thousand ballistae, were pushed over the corpses of the Arab cavalry.


Around them, the other Qixi soldiers also surged over the Arab corpses.


"Kill!"


"Ready!"


Meanwhile, in the rear of the Arab army, Umar had unsheathed his saber. Even though he had lost two batches of cavalry and suffered almost thirty thousand losses, Umar had still not given up, still hoped to buy time for the army of three hundred thousand. War did not solely depend on tactics, but on strategy as well. No matter how formidable this Tang army was, as long as the rest of the immense Arab army could turn around, the Tang would be doomed.


Rumble! The Tang army picked up speed, drawing closer and closer to the Arabs.


This time, with no more Arab cavalry, the more than one hundred thousand Tang reinforcements encountered no more obstacles. Finally…


Boom!


The earth quaked and the heavens swayed. If one looked down from the sky, one would see the dense ranks of the armies smashing into each other like two waves. All of Talas seemed to be shuddering at their clash, and the earth itself seemed about to sunder.


Fist against fist, flesh against flesh, warhorse against warhorse, weapon against weapon… all of it fiercely clashed on the battlefield. There were no skills or tricks in this kind of battle, only every soldier pouring out all their strength. This was the largest and most intense battle between the east and west.


"Hold!"


"For the Caliphate!"


"Stop these infidels!"


At the front lines of the eastern battlefield, the Arab shieldmen put their lives into stopping the Tang charge. Their teeth were clenched as they pushed their shoulders up against their seven-foot-high shields. Thudthudthud! Attacks rained down from the other side, causing the shields to shake and quiver, but the Arabs managed to hold.


They had a wealth of experience guarding against such attacks. One of these enormous shields could block the attacks from four or five opponents of equal strength, a vital tool for the Arabs in dealing with the cavalry and infantry of other states.


In actual combat, even Arab cavalry found it very difficult to break through this barrier.


"Hold! General will definitely send orders! As long as we can hold for a while, then General can finish mobilizing the rest of the army and utterly crush these Tang!"


The Arab shieldmen roared and shouted as they leaned their bodies forward, planting their feet so deeply into the earth that they seemed ready to fuse with it.


But at this moment…


Boom!


The earth rumbled as invisible ripples swept out of the rear of the Tang army like a whirlwind, swiftly engulfing the Arab soldiers. Before any of the Arabs on the eastern front could react, they heard a metal clattering as if invisible chains had wrapped around their halos, and their strength instantly plunged three levels.


A fierce stalemate with the Tang was instantly transformed into a crumbling wall.
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"What's going on here?"


All the Arabs paled in fright, none of them understanding what was going on. However, a decisive change had already taken place on the battlefield.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


Like a breaching dam, the entire eastern part of the battlefield quickly crumbled. The three Bane of the Battlefield Halos had caused the strength of the Arab soldiers to drastically drop, rendering them no match for the Great Tang soldiers. Bang! Four Great Tang infantry combined their Stellar Energies together and fiercely smashed against one of the massive Arabian shields, and what was once an immovable wall was instantly sent flying, even knocking down the soldier behind it.


Squelch! Before that soldier could rise, a spear thrust forward like an agile snake, stabbing through the Arab's throat and pinning him to the ground. The Tang soldiers stomped over his corpse they charged forward.


Meanwhile, elsewhere on the battlefield, there was a burst of bloody light as a previously valiant and tenacious Arab captain was suddenly run through by a sword. This bearded Arab captain stared with eyes wide open at the sword hilt sticking out of his chest, his face filled with fear. His hands gripped the hilt as he slowly fell over like a wooden beam.


Even in death, he still did not understand why his strength had dropped so severely that he had been killed by a single sword!


What was one became two, then three… In a few short moments, thousands upon thousands of Arabs had been felled!


Boomboomboom! At the same time, Chen Bin was leading the ballista army, and hundreds of ballista bolts were tearing into the Arab army in volley after volley.


In order to defend against the Tang assault, all the Arabs on the eastern portion of the battlefield had packed closely together so that they could take up the defensive formations that they were so proud of. However, this made them an ideal target for the Tang ballista bolts. making them even more effective than they had been against the cavalry.


Thudthudthud! Each ballista bolt would pierce through at least a dozen Arab soldiers, some of them even leaving behind a line of carnage of thirty-some soldiers. It took only a few moments for the three thousand ballistae to produce an enormous killing field, with at least ten thousand Arab soldiers falling to their volleys.


In the face of this terrifying rain of death, of their comrades falling like so many dominoes, even the determined and natural fighters that were the Arabs could smell the stench of death, began to feel fear, and they began to retreat.


"Kill!"


"For the Great Tang!"


In a place deep within the Arab army, Li Siye was leading the five thousand Wushang Cavalry, wreaking havoc amongst the Arabs, charging in and out as they utilized the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation to its maximum potential. They would disperse like flowers on the wind, and then in a short while, they would gather together like iron claws clutching around some unlucky prey. After several of these cycles, the surrounding Arab soldiers were in complete turmoil.


Clang clang clang!


Massive axes struck with thunderous strength from all around, cleaving at Li Siye. Umar's elites, the seventh, ninth, and tenth infantry units, had made Li Siye their primary target, but all their attacks were repelled without exception.


Swish! Li Siye waved his massive sword, and golden helmets flew into the air, those Arab elites who had just lost their heads trembling a little before neatly falling to the ground.


"Everyone, follow me! Kill them all!"


Li Siye's furious bellows were like thunder in the ears of the Wushang Cavalry. Bangbangbang! After a few charges, Umar's elite infantry units had been swept away like fallen leaves blown by the autumn winds. Before the formidable strength of the Wushang Cavalry coupled with Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield Halo, all of the Arab infantry could muster no resistance and could only be trampled under the hooves of the Wushang Cavalry.


While they had been fierce and steadfast at the start, the Wushang Cavalry's overwhelming strength and the endless waves of assaults had shattered their morale!


"Run!"


Wave after wave of Arab soldiers had charged up, but each of them had been torn apart and pulverized by the Wushang Cavalry. The Arabs were finally beginning to lose their nerve and turn the other way.


The ballista army, the Wushang Cavalry, the Bane of the Battlefield Halo, and the more than one hundred thousand Tang soldiers… this was a landslide of a rout. The thousands upon thousands of Arab soldiers falling on the battlefield with fear on their faces were causing an infectious panic to spread through the Arab ranks. For first time in the Arab history of conquest, they had encountered a power that they could not stand against.


This overwhelming strength made all the Arab soldiers feel a fear and dread deep within their souls. As panic and turmoil spread through the army, Umar's control over the field decayed, and his men began to flee toward the three hundred thousand Arab soldiers in the rear.


"Bastards! Stop!


"Anyone who dares to escape will be handled according to military law!


"You cowards, you shame the Caliphate!"


Umar's face was pale, his entire body trembling in rage. His original intention had been to stabilize the army and hold the line against this Tang army that had seemingly come out of nowhere. In Umar's plans, only a little longer would be needed for the rest of the army to arrive and crush the Tang army. However, the army in the rear had not even finished adjusting and the soldiers on the eastern line had already crumbled and begun to run toward the rear. This was the exact opposite of what Umar wanted!


Bang!


Seeing that he had lost control of his army, Umar clenched his teeth and galloped forward. With a swing of his scimitar and a dazzling arc of light, he cleaved ten-some fleeing soldiers in two. Gallop! Umar turned and charged back into the fray, and another ten-some Arab soldiers were cut down like weeds.


After several charges, Umar was surrounded by blood and bodies, having executed more than one hundred Arab soldiers, but this act had not caused the Arabian Arrow to even lift an eyebrow, or the stern callousness upon his face to even twitch. This cruel method finally instilled some order in the crumbling army.


But before Umar could reassemble the army, the loud neigh of a horse rang in his ears. At the same moment, Umar sensed a storm of energy, one that was charging in his direction at astonishing speed.


"The Tang!"


Umar's mind immediately went to the image of that Ferghana steed and its rider, a giant even more stalwart than the Arabs.


It was that leader of the Tang cavalry!


Buzz!


Umar's eyes narrowed as he turned his head, and what greeted him was Li Siye, pressed against his horse, leaving behind a ray of light as he galloped toward Umar. His strong hands were gripped around that massive sword as he vigorously slashed down.


"Foreign scoundrel, hand over your life!"


Li Siye's eyes were wide with rage as he sent all the Stellar Energy he had condensed down through his sword.


Boom! In mere seconds, there was a flash of light, and then a dark and gloomy energy began to explode from Umar's body. This Stellar Energy was suffused with the thick scent of blood and fire, and it fiercely blocked Li Siye's full-strength blow.


"Ignorant heretic, I will personally end your life!"


Umar's eyes exuded a chilling glow. As one of the elite generals under Governor of the East Abu Muslim, Umar was an extremely formidable warrior, his strength as famous as his cruelty and callousness. Although the army was crumbling, Umar had never feared a contest between generals.


He had slain countless enemy generals in the midst of fierce battles. His reputation as the Arabian Arrow had been forged from the blood of those generals he had slain.


The air trembled as a stentorian voice came from overhead.


"Bastard scoundrel with the thick beard, what are you babbling? Don't! Under! Stand!"


Before the voice had even finished speaking, a massive fist made of stone smashed at Umar's head. The enormous power behind this blow caused the Stellar Energy around Umar to shudder and ring, and even the Arabian steed beneath him sank a little into the earth.


The combined attacks of Li Siye and Huang Botian's Stone General left even someone like Umar feeling an enormous pressure.


"It's useless! None of you can kill me!"


Umar clenched his teeth, a vicious light in his eyes. Now that he had held fast against the attacks of these two Tang generals, it was his turn to attack. But just when Umar had rallied his Stellar Energy and raised his scimitar, the earth rumbled and the ground under his feet seemed to come alive. Under the influence of some external force, the previously firm earth suddenly caved in and cracked. Umar's warhorse instantly lost its balance, and both it and Umar were thrown to the ground.


Making the ground quake and crack was well within the abilities of Huang Botian's Stone General.


"Not good!"


The composed Umar finally paled in shock and consternation. But his troubles were far from over. In the next moment, a dark red ripple emerged from the rear of the Tang army, sweeping over the battlefield. As this ripple swept past him, Umar felt the steely energy in his body suddenly drop.


The Bane of Generals Halo!


Wang Chong also struck at this moment. He was currently between Tier 6 and Tier 7 of the Saint Martial realm, and no one except supreme experts of the Great General level could resist the effects of his Bane of Generals Halo.
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"An excellent chance!"


Li Siye's and Huang Botian's eyes brightened at the same time as they sensed Umar's sudden weakness, and the two launched their attacks almost simultaneously. Meanwhile, the thunderous galloping of hooves came from all around. Bangbangbang! The five thousand Wushang Cavalry had arrived like a furious storm, striking at Umar's Stellar Energy barrier from all directions.


Umar's energy dwindled away at an astonishing speed, weakening him to a nearly inconceivable level.


Ten Charges Ten Victories!


When the five thousand Wushang Cavalry used this formation, famed in another timeline as being one of the Ten Great Formations, on a single person, not even a renowned Arab general like Umar had any chance of survival.


"No!"


Umar, known for his cold-heartedness and firm resolve, was now ghastly pale, an intense fear seizing his heart. His martial arts were fierce and majestic, capable of blocking the combined attacks of Li Siye and Huang Botian at the same time. However, when five thousand Wushang Cavalry were charging at him, not even Umar stood a chance. In his military career, this was his first time seeing so many cavalry attacking one person.


One person, no matter how powerful, could not simultaneously fight against five thousand people. In this moment, he could finally smell the stench of death. He wanted to ride his horse and flee, but Huang Botian was controlling the terrain through the Stone General, causing rocks to bulge out of the ground and block his exits, with the dense ranks of the Wushang Cavalry taking care of the rest.


"Aaaaah!"


In the final moment, Umar only had time to gather up all the strength in his body and raise up his illustrious Arabian saber to stop the attack coming from overhead! But then there was a boom and an explosion of energy as a sharp and massive sword slashed down. This slash cleaved the clouds, cleaved the heavens, cleaved Umar's pitch-black barrier of Stellar Energy, and cleaved apart that divine Arabian scimitar that had accompanied Umar throughout half his life.


Neeeigh! With one last whinny, Umar's Arabian steed was cut in half along with its rider in an explosion of blood.


"Thus are the enemies of the Great Tang punished!"


Li Siye used his sword to raise Umar's corpse high into the air while Stellar Energy seethed from his body, transforming it into a burning flame that captured the attention of half of the battlefield. In that moment, Li Siye was as imposing as a god of the high heavens.


Bang!


Although none of them could understand what Li Siye was saying, the death of Umar completely shattered the will of the Arab forces on the eastern front.


"General is dead!"


"General Umar has been killed by the Tang!"


"Everyone, run!"


All the Arabs were now frantically scrambling to flee, the defeated army surging like a tide to the main army in the rear. So abrupt was this sight that the Arab army that had just about finished adjusting its formation and was preparing to attack instantly fell into turmoil.


"Kill!"


"All those who offend the Han will be executed, no matter how far away they are!!"


"All those who offend the Han will be executed, no matter how far away they are!!"


"For the Great Taaaang!"


Roars echoed over the battlefield as the one hundred thousand soldiers of Qixi charged red-eyed toward the fleeing Arabs like fierce tigers lunging down mountains at their prey. At this stage, tactics were no longer necessary. The entire Arab line had collapsed, and the Tang soldiers were rushing in like a massive wave to fill the gap.


The Wushang Cavalry, the ballista army, the Gangke King, the soldiers of Greater and Lesser Balur, the Annan Protectorate army, the Qixi Protectorate army… all of these people melded into a single flood that surged toward the army of three hundred thousand Arabs. Although the Arabs far outnumbered the Tang, and although the Arab soldiers in the rear tried to put up some resistance and get to the front to battle, the panicking army in front of them made it impossible to reverse the trend.


"Milord!"


"Look over there!"


"The Arabs have actually been beaten back!"


"How could this be!"


In the distance, on the walls of Talas, countless eyes looked on in astonishment at the fleeing Arabs. They had long ago noticed the arrival of the reinforcements, but the frenzied Arab assaults made them incapable of caring. Moreover, after two months of unending battle, no one understood more than the Anxi Protectorate army just how formidable the soldiers of the Abbasid Caliphate were.


These were soldiers far more powerful than any other army they had encountered. A mere one hundred thousand reinforcements, with a significant portion being mercenaries, defeating three hundred thousand fierce and doughty Arab soldiers was a story that belonged only in fairytales. But to their surprise, this army of reinforcements had not only won, but had achieved an overwhelming victory.


The walls were quiet as those Arabs that had been constantly scaling the ladders receded like the tide. The cries and shouts of that army of reinforcements fighting with the Arabs in the distance had given the Tang soldiers an unprecedented shock, but also an unprecedented hope!


At this moment, a tired yet still dignified voice rang out in their ears. "Pass on my order. Open the gate and work with the Qixi Protectorate army to attack the Arabs from two sides."


Gao Xianzhi stood on the gate tower like an imposing mountain, his hands resting on his sword. His armor was in tatters and stained with blood, deep wounds visible wherever one looked. The consecutive battles had worn away at both his Stellar Energy and his physical energy, but he remained calm and erect, as if he would never be toppled.


"Yes! Milord!"


A messenger at Gao Xianzhi's side excitedly left with this order. A few moments later, there was a rumbling as the twisted and deformed gates of Talas slowly opened, allowing the excited soldiers of the Anxi Protectorate army to charge out.


The three hundred thousand Arab soldiers were already on the verge of collapse from the attacks of the Qixi reinforcements, and the sudden assault of the Anxi Protectorate army from within the city threw them into even further disarray, triggering a wholesale rout.


"I didn't think… that he would actually show up!"


When no one else was left on the walls, Gao Xianzhi gave a long sigh, his expression relaxing, that lofty figure of his finally slackening a little.


……


Outside Talas, the Arabs were in a complete rout, panic spreading through their ranks as quickly as a landslide!


"Bastards! Hold! Kill them!"


"Fleeing is forbidden! Get back there and attack!"


"Anyone who disrupts the formation dies!"


The Arab commanders in the rear furiously roared in an attempt to halt the rout. But in the blink of an eye, they themselves were swept up in the panicked flood of soldiers and dragged into the rear.


"Retreeeeat!"


With the trend of the battle seeming irreversible and the Tang soldiers pursuing like starving tigers or wolves, the Arabs finally gave the order to retreat. The army of three hundred thousand left behind a battlefield covered in corpses as they drew back to the west.


"Lord Marquis! We've won!"


In the rear of the Tang army, Xu Keyi turned to Wang Chong, his face full of respect.


"It was a victory, but not a complete one!" Wang Chong indifferently said. Leaving behind the confused Xu Keyi, he slowly trotted the White-hoofed Shadow forward. On the battlefield, the clashing of metal, the neighs of horses, the shouts of fighting, the screams of the dying, and the twanging of bowstrings had all mixed into a single din. But Wang Chong had a calm demeanor, like he was on a leisurely stroll, as he rode past the Arab corpses, past shattered and abandoned weapons.


Soldiers followed closely behind, with Wang Chong becoming the center of the battlefield. He was like a sun that had dropped down to the earth, exuding a dazzling light that no one could ignore.


The Arabs were retreating in a panic, leaving this battle with grievous casualties, but even now, they had probably not come to grips with the fact that they had lost, even losing their elite general Umar, the Arabian Arrow. However, Wang Chong had expected all of this.


Whether it was the elimination of the Arabian hunting falcons and the killing of their scouts on the perimeter, or the preemptive assault on and victory over Umar's seventy thousand soldiers so that their rout could be used against the rest of the Arab army, all of it had been the result of his careful and meticulous planning.


In Wushang's City of Steel and the Qixi Protectorate headquarters, Wang Chong had used that topographical model of Talas to simulate his plans countless times, and now, all of these plans had been perfectly realized.


'The general who makes many calculations in the temple before battle will achieve victory, while one who makes few will suffer defeat.' This was one of the simplest principles of the art of war. For this victory, Wang Chong had labored many days and nights, pondering every possible detail.


The Arabs might have thought of this defeat as a coincidence, but for Wang Chong, it was an inevitability.


"Reporting!"


As Wang Chong continued to progress through the battlefield, a messenger galloped up and dismounted to kneel on the ground.


"The Arabs have retreated past the designated point. Should we continue to pursue them?"


"There's no need!"


Seated on the White-hoofed Shadow, Wang Chong gazed at the retreating Arabs and shook his head.


"Inform Li Siye, Chen Bin, and the Gangke King to slow the pursuit!


"In addition, inform Zhang Shouzhi's group that they can begin!"


"Yes! Lord Marquis!"


The messenger quickly remounted and galloped off.


Rumble! The earth trembled as thousands of transport carriages crossed the hills, carrying countless craftsmen and furnaces. Behind them were even more carriages, loaded down with miniature mountains of steel modules.
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Mooo!


Behind the carriages was a veritable sea of cows and sheep, all of them surging over the hills to arrive at the battlefield. And after the livestock came the carriages carrying food and supplies… Only at this stage in the battle did the people in charge of logistics finally enter the battlefield.


With everything settled, Wang Chong turned his head back around and continued his leisurely ride to Talas. Over there, Wang Chong could already see that lofty figure walking toward him.


"Lord Protector-General!"


When the distance between them was rather small, Wang Chong stopped. Even though Wang Chong was a reincarnator who had once been the revered 'War Saint', this was the first time Wang Chong was seeing this famous 'Wall of the Empire' whose name was known throughout the Western Regions. The Western Regions War God Gao Xianzhi was so famous that in his last life, when he was just a mere scion of a great clan, Wang Chong had regarded him as a nigh unreachable existence.


As for later, when the calamity broke out, and Wang Chong's star soared into the heavens and began to strive to reverse the tides, the star of this legendary Great General of the Western Regions had long ago plunged down from the skies of the Great Tang!


Thus, from start to finish, Wang Chong had never had a chance to meet this illustrious Great General of the empire!


Refined, handsome!


This was Wang Chong's first impression of Gao Xianzhi. Even though his breathing was ragged, his body covered in wounds, and his expression haggard from fighting battle after battle, his every movement exuded a sense of grandeur. Even amongst other Great Generals, he would still stand out from the rest.


There was a rumor that Gao Xianzhi had admired the culture of the Great Tang ever since he was a child, so much so that he had studied abroad in the Great Tang when he was only seven. Wang Chong didn't know if this rumor was real or false, but based on the demeanor that Gao Xianzhi exuded, there was an eighty to ninety percent chance that it was true.


"Protector-General Wang, my gratitude is beyond words. This Gao represents all the Anxi Protectorate army in expressing our deepest thanks to Milord!"


A mixture of emotions appeared in Gao Xianzhi's eyes for a moment before, under countless eyes, he gave a respectful bow. In this Battle of Talas, the Anxi Protectorate army had been at the end of its rope, so at its limit that Gao Xianzhi had already prepared for the complete annihilation of the army and was getting ready to offer one last sacrifice for the empire.


If not for the timely arrival of Wang Chong's reinforcements, the Anxi Protectorate army would have probably become naught but a part of history.


Wang Chong was a full generation younger than Gao Xianzhi, and his seat of Qixi Protector-General was also controversial, at least amongst the other Protector-Generals and Great Generals of the empire. By addressing him as 'Protector-General', Gao Xianzhi had fully displayed his respect for and acknowledgment of Wang Chong.


"Lord Protector-General, there is no need for such courtesy. This was Wang Chong's duty. Lord Protector-General, what are the casualties within the city?"


A hint of surprise flashed through his eyes as he clearly noticed the significance of how Gao Xianzhi had addressed him.


"We've lost more than half our men in this battle, and there are more than four thousand wounded within the city. In addition, we lack medicine, and our food supplies are almost all used up," Gao Xianzhi said, his eyes growing dim. The Anxi Protectorate army had always been victorious in its campaigns over the Western Regions, but now it had suffered a wound of unprecedented severity, one that would take a very long time to recover from.


"Understood."


Wang Chong nodded, sympathy in his eyes.


"With regards to medicine and supplies, Lord Protector-General has no need to worry. I have brought enough to resupply you. Kong Zi-an, take the medicine and food into the city."


"Yes! Lord Marquis!"


Kong Zi-an waved behind him, and the waiting convoy of carriages loaded with food and medicine entered the city. After two months of battle, Talas was bound to be lacking in all sorts of resources. Having already predicted this, Wang Chong had naturally prepared to resupply the city.


Bang!


As the carriages rolled into Talas, metal clattering and shouting began to rise from the battlefield. Upon hearing this noise, Gao Xianzhi and the Anxi generals around him subconsciously turned to look. What they saw were furnaces belching out smoke while hundreds of craftsmen stood next to specially-made transport carriages, unloading and planting massive steel modules into the earth.


The metal clattering just now had been the sound of their hammering.


All the craftsmen worked like they were extremely familiar with the process, hammering and binding with order, discipline, and astonishing efficiency. It took only a few moments for tall silvery-white walls to begin rising outside of Talas.


Not only that, the reinforcements from Qixi that had been chasing the Arabs like a surging tide clearly began to slow their pursuit as they passed the steel walls, and a visible gap had appeared between them and the fleeing Arabs.


"Lord Protector-General, this is…"


The one to speak was a bearded and swarthy general at Gao Xianzhi's side. Around him, the other Anxi generals were equally dumbfounded. Wang Chong's army of more than one hundred thousand currently had the advantage, so now was the time to strike while the iron was hot and inflict even more casualties on the enemy. But for some reason, Wang Chong's forces had clearly given up on the pursuit, allowing the defeated Arabs to get away.


Given Wang Chong's reputation and how his army had performed just now, such a low-level and serious error should never have happened.


And there was also those busy craftsmen and those steel walls… The Anxi generals were left befuddled and bewildered, none of them able to understand what these soldiers from Qixi were up to.


Gao Xianzhi remained silent. He had his speculations, but he also seemed to not understand too clearly.


Wang Chong's way of battle was completely different from the traditional model. Moreover, it was very difficult to imagine that a commander would bring noncombatants like craftsmen as well as furnaces to a battle involving more than one hundred thousand soldiers. Such a thing had never happened in the history of warfare; only Wang Chong was capable of thinking of such an idea.


Wang Chong looked at that tyrannical general exuding a storm of energy and suddenly asked, "Is this General Cheng Qianli?"


"Lord Protector-General knows me?" Cheng Qianli said in astonishment.


"I've heard a little."


Wang Chong gave a faint smile, a faint ripple of emotion in his heart. Other than Gao Xianzhi, the Anxi Protectorate army had been home to two other top-class generals. One of them he had already made his subordinate, the Invincible Great General Li Siye, and the other one was this Cheng Qianli.


Although Cheng Qianli did not end up achieving as much as Li Siye by the end, his longer service in the army and his greater seniority meant that he had managed to achieve a higher cultivation level!


Cheng Qianli had been born stalwart and fierce, with an intimidating face. On the battlefield, he was the undisputed number two of the Anxi Protectorate army, and he resided at the peak of the Brigadier General level, probably even more powerful than Ü-Tsang's Asura War God Dayan Mangban. Thus, even though this was Wang Chong's first meeting with him, he had still recognized this general with a single glance.


He had undoubtedly played no small part in the Anxi Protectorate army's ability to hold out for so long.


"…Chasing down the remnants of the enemy and killing as many Arabs as possible is naturally a good thing, but right now, the Arabs are only in turmoil due to the fleeing of their own soldiers. They have not lost any of their primary strength. Even though they lost so many soldiers just now, they still have two hundred and seventy or eighty thousand soldiers, more than twice our number. In addition, all of them are brave and competent elites. Besides that, the Arabs have many top-class generals that haven't appeared, including their commander-in-chief, Abu Muslim. If the information I've gathered is correct, this Governor of the East of the Abbasid Caliphate is a master strategist, certainly not someone who can be vanquished through a localized defeat."


Wang Chong's eyes shone with a wise light as he spoke. As the supreme War Saint of the Great Tang, Wang Chong was confident in dealing with any adversary, but never would he look down on them, much less someone as difficult to deal with as Abu Muslim.


That this man had been able to carve a bloody path to the position of Governor of the East, in a place that emphasized strength and power as much as Arabia did, was already a testament to his strength. And besides that, even the most ordinary of individuals would become one of the best Great Generals if they were put through hundreds, even thousands of fierce battles.


To defeat one of Abu Muslim's generals did not mean that one could defeat Abu Muslim himself. This was the commander-in-chief of the Abbasid Caliphate's eastern region, the 'Governor of Iron and Blood'. It was not only his strength that was astonishing, but his mind for strategy as well, making him no pushover. Although Wang Chong had not even met this person, they had already engaged in an invisible clash, one that had occurred only a few days after Wang Chong entered the Qixi Protectorate to take his post.


The Governor of Iron and Blood had a far stronger desire for the Great Tang than Wang Chong had imagined. Even before going to war, his tentacles had already extended as far as Qixi.


Buzz!


Wang Chong's words had immediately silenced the crowd, leaving all the Anxi generals grim and solemn. The name of 'Abu Muslim' was like a magic spell. After two months of battle, no one understood the man behind this name more than the generals of Anxi.


As the finest force in the empire, the Anxi Protectorate army had been proud, confident, fearless. The Anxi Protectorate army had considered itself unstoppable and without peer in this world, until they entered Talas. Here, they encountered the brave, pugnacious, and fearless Arabs.


If not for the height and thickness of Talas's walls, the Anxi Protectorate army would have never been able to last this long against the massive wave of three hundred thousand Arab soldiers, far stronger than the soldiers of Mengshe Zhao and Ü-Tsang.


One of the Anxi generals clenched his fists and said in agitation, "But, Lord Protector-General, although Abu Muslim is very formidable, not even at his most formidable could he have predicted Lord Protector-General's arrival and his defeat on the eastern front. If not even he was able to predict this, then perhaps we really can use this chance to utterly crush the Arabs!!"


Abu Muslim truly was a formidable individual, but in this battle, they had finally spotted a sliver of hope, a chance to defeat the Arabs. If they were just giving up the pursuit out of some mere misgivings and further evidence emerged that showed that they had lost an excellent opportunity, that would just be far too depressing.
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Wang Chong smiled and said nothing, his eyes glancing at the other Anxi generals.


After a few moments of thought, Cheng Qianli sternly rebuked, "Xu Yang, speak more carefully! The situation on the battlefield is constantly changing, and the lives of tens of thousands of soldiers are at stake. Do you really think things will develop a certain way just because you want them to? Protector-General Wang is correct. When facing a formidable foe like the Arabs, we can't act carelessly!"


Although he also dearly wished that they could kill all the Arabs in one go, even he had to admit that Wang Chong's judgment was correct. The Arabs had only suffered a minor difficulty, and if that was really all they had been capable of, they would have never been able to force the Anxi Protectorate army and its Protector-General into such desperate straits.


The Protector-General had even been preparing to bring the Anxi Protectorate army to have one final showdown with the Arabs, sacrificing himself for the empire.


Proud soldiers were bound to lose!


It wasn't just the lives of the Anxi Protectorate army on the line here, but also the ownership of the Western Regions, the safety of Qixi, Longxi, and even the capital. One couldn't allow emotions to decide something as important as this!


Wang Chong glanced at Cheng Qianli, a hint of admiration in his eyes. He had never interacted with Cheng Qianli, nor did he understand him very much, but from these words, he could already see that not only was this Brigadier General of the Great Tang an outstanding martial artist, but also had quite the strategic mind.


At the very least, he did not make decisions according to emotion or impulse.


"Ha, in truth, besides what I said just now, I have another reason: their banners and flags!"


Wang Chong chuckled as he confidently turned his head to the battlefield.


Astonished, all the officers turned to look in the direction the Arabs had fled and saw those black Arab banners thrusting up in the midst of the army. But this only left all of them confused, none of them understanding what Wang Chong was talking about.


"Regardless of what sort of plan Abu Muslim has, this doesn't look anything like an army in a state of collapse! If he really wanted to try something, he should put in a little more work and intention!"


Wang Chong had a self-assured and all-knowing look on his face, and his eyes seemed to be those of some wise sage.


Boom!


These words immediately sent ripples through the crowd, stunning both the Anxi generals and Wang Chong's own subordinates. They only knew that Wang Chong had specified that they should withdraw after pursuing the Arabs past a certain point, but not the reason.


And they certainly did not know what sort of mysteries lay behind the Arab war banners.


But now they could see it! Wang Chong's reminder had made them reexamine those black flags, and they now noticed that all of them were thrust straight into the air, and even in the midst of a retreat, they still exuded a sense of order and discipline.


Putting everything else aside, this did not seem like an army that was retreating in complete panic and chaos!


Hiss!


Their eyes widened at this sudden insight, and all of them took in sharp breaths as they struggled to find the words to speak.


"Qianli, Protector-General Wang is correct. Abu Muslim is not that easy to defeat. He's already laid a trap for us. Pass on my order. All soldiers should withdraw!"


Gao Xianzhi spoke in his dignified voice as he looked into the distance.


"A trap?"


His subordinates were flabbergasted.


"Lord Protector-General is wise!"


Wang Chong gave a faint smile and a nod. Gao Xianzhi lived up to his reputation as Western Regions War God. As a veteran of countless battles, he was extremely sensitive to the changes on the battlefield, and it was clear that he had also noticed Abu Muslim's plans.


"Xu Keyi, pass on my order. Have all soldiers withdraw and cease the pursuit."


Xu Keyi assented and hurriedly left.


In the distance, the more than one hundred thousand soldiers of Qixi and the Anxi Protectorate army began to slowly withdraw and stop. With this, the two sides were completely disengaged.


……


Meanwhile, several li to the west of Talas, in an unnoticed area, the Arabs had long ago stationed a force amidst the uneven terrain, creating an arc of soldiers ready to ambush the enemy. Nearly one hundred thousand Arab cavalry were ready to descend the moment the trap was triggered.


These cavalry were the first to withdraw from the battlefield, and the terrain made it impossible to notice them from a distance.


"Why haven't they come yet?"


"What are you so anxious for? Lord Governor has already calculated everything. Once they chase our forces into our range, it will be the hour of their doom!"


"Haha, Lord Governor is still the formidable one. Even when they die, these Tang will probably still find it impossible to think that on the verge of 'victory', we would completely wipe them out! It's just too bad about Umar, but for the Caliphate, only losing him is still worth it."


"All of you, shut up! The Tang are almost here. Get ready."


In the rear of the ambush, several burly Arab generals with chilling eyes had gathered, their gazes seething with thick killing intent. Several centuries had passed since the founding of the Arabian Empire, and in their ceaseless expansion, the Arabs had developed their own unique way of fighting.


If those Tang chose to remain turtled up in the city, the Arabs really wouldn't have that many methods available to them. Although the cavalry of the Abbasid Caliphate reigned supreme, the Arabs were not experts of siege warfare. Just like many other factions, they could only engage in prolonged sieges.


But once the Tang entered open ground, everything would be different. The Arabs had their own unique tactics, whether the battle favored them or disfavored them.


"Mm? What's happening? The Tang are retreating!"


Suddenly, the Arab generals paled as they straightened up.


"Ridiculous! How could this be happening? Why did they stop chasing?"


"Could they have noticed?"


"Impossible! They're in the middle of a major victory! How could they just give that up!"


The Arab generals turned grim. All of them could clearly see that the more than one hundred thousand Tang soldiers had inexplicably begun to retreat, and they could only stare in confusion. In the past, they had used similar tactics to defeat many formidable foes, vanquishing and crushing them when they were at their proudest and happiest.


But they had never encountered an opponent who began to suddenly retreat in the middle of a 'victory'.


"What's going on with that Tang commander?"


The Arab generals could not manage to say anything else.


Buzz!


At the same time, elsewhere, a mountain of a man who was seemingly cast from steel slowly began to stand, his eyes sharp and his body exuding a terrifying energy that could shatter mountains. As he stood, the earth trembled as if unable to hold his weight.


"How could this be!"


Abu Muslim's deep, dark brown eyes stared into the distance, exuding a light of astonishing cold. Blustery winds blew around him as the energy around Abu Muslim fell into turmoil. An immense pressure, like that of an entire mountain range, began to descend, forcing all the guards in the area to lower their heads, transformed into trembling and fearful ants before a god.


In this war with the Great Tang, from the fall of the Shi Kingdom, to the loss of Talas, and then to the protracted siege, Abu Muslim had remained unperturbed and calm. But at this moment, his confident and determined face finally showed a ripple of emotion, showed signs that he was finally taking the matter seriously.


"Just who is the leader of this Tang army?"


It had been a very long time since Abu Muslim had encountered an opponent like this. In his rise from a minor soldier of the Arabian Empire to his current post as Governor of the East, in his long campaign to expand the Caliphate's borders to Talas and the Western Regions, he had defeated adversary after adversary, but such strange opponents like this were few and far between.


Although he had not yet seen the commander-in-chief of the Tang reinforcements, through their invisible crossing of swords, Abu Muslim had managed to get a very bad feeling. This opponent was far more formidable than he had imagined, more troublesome than anyone he had faced before!


But this was not the only surprise…


"Lord Governor, look over there!"


A thin Arab general with a high-bridged nose and a face suffused with a wild and savage energy pointed into the distance. By following his finger, one could see that at the very front of the Tang formation, ordinary craftsmen were busy at work. Thousands of furnaces belched smoke and flame into the air as silvery-white walls of steel were erected in front of Talas, gleaming like fish scales.


All the Arab generals instantly felt a very strange sensation.


The battlefield was a very dangerous place, where only a mere thought separated life and death. No one had ever dared to bring ordinary craftsmen with no combat ability to the battlefield, as this would be sending them to their death. And there was also those steel walls… No one could tell what the Tang were doing. Even after fighting so many battles, defeating so many enemies, and conquering so many countries, the Arabs had never once encountered such a strange method of fighting.


"Order Amur to lead his Bakr Cataphracts to attack the Tang!" Abu Muslim ordered, his eyes still fixed on the distant Tang forces.


"Yes, Lord Governor!"


An Arab messenger mounted his horse and rode off.


……


"Lord Marquis, they really did stop."


Meanwhile, near the gates of Talas, Xu Keyi was mounted on a Turkic warhorse as he observed the distant Arabs. In the most intense moments of battle, each person was focused on the people closest at hand, those Arabs who had cast aside their armor and were fleeing in panic, and was not paying any sort of attention to the overall situation. But now that the order for retreat had been given, the soldiers had calmed down and were able to notice that the Arabs were no longer retreating very quickly, with the Arab soldiers in the rear even about to come to a complete stop.


This was certainly not the sign of a thoroughly defeated army that had lost all will to fight!
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Wang Chong gave a faint smile, as everything had been just as he expected. Arabs were extremely crafty, and despite their formidable cavalry and powerful soldiers, they enjoyed feigning surrender. While they pretended to retreat, they would lay down a trap to draw in the enemy army. Only the Arab armies were capable of pulling off this act so convincingly.


In his last life, after the Arabs defeated the Great Tang, they had dispatched their mighty Mamelukes to advance on the Tibetan Plateau and invade the Ü-Tsang Empire. In the end, however, they encountered Dayan Mangban and his White Braves, whose dogged resistance ending up dealing a heavy defeat to the Mamelukes. While retreating, the Arabs had used this exact tactic to snatch victory from defeat and deal a severe wound to the Ü-Tsang Empire's primary force.


Wang Chong remembered this section of history like it had just occurred yesterday and understood the crafty tactics of the Arabs like the back of his hand. More importantly, as the War Saint, Wang Chong was extremely sensitive to the numerous shifts and changes on the battlefield. Even the smallest clue would have triggered his suspicion, much less something as obvious as the orderliness of the Arab battle standards indicating that they weren't really defeated at all.


"Pass on my order. Hasten the construction of the fortifications!" Wang Chong said.


"Yes!"


Xu Keyi quickly galloped to the front.


These Arabs were far craftier than Xu Keyi had imagined, and with the lives of so many soldiers and the safety of the Western Regions and Qixi on the line, each person had to do all they could to assist Wang Chong, carrying out every order he issued. As Xu Keyi looked around, he could see that Chen Bin, Cheng Sanyuan, Zhang Que, Su Shixuan, Kong Zi-an, and the members of Deflecting Blade Manor were all busy with their own tasks, hurriedly preparing the battlefield.


"Hyah!"


Xu Keyi urged his horse onward, vanishing into the army.


Rumble!


Not long after Xu Keyi left, the earth began to rumble and dust began to churn. A powerful aura rose from the retreating Arab army as a mighty force of cavalry emerged, galloping out of the army surrounded by a thick black fog. Each of the riders was muscular and powerful, and drawn on the sides of their horses were emblems showing two black crescent moons.


The emergence of this cavalry force made the surrounding Arab soldiers seem to fade into the background, fireflies before the light of the bright moon.


This force of seven to eight thousand cavalry was riding straight in the direction of the Tang army.


"Lord Protector-General, enemy attack!"


At almost the same moment, a horse galloped through the Tang ranks as an officer of the Anxi Protectorate army rushed to report the matter to Wang Chong.


"Milord, how should we handle this?"


Wang Chong only smiled, his expression unperturbed as he glanced at the approaching force. A trifling force of around seven thousand would have no effect on the army. Regardless of the legends the Arabs had made in the past, when they arrived on this battlefield, all their myths were bound to come to an end.


"Tell Chen Bin that he can handle them as he wishes!" Wang Chong said.


"…Yes!"


The officer had not expected this order from Wang Chong, and his body suddenly froze as he raised his head. What he saw was Wang Chong's leisurely expression, his lips curled into a faint smile that seemed certain of victory. As he looked on in a daze, he slowly came around and made up his mind, all his tension vanishing as he affirmed this order and left to deliver it.


……


"Ready!"


Chen Bin stood at the front lines, his eyes fixed ahead. On the other side, a cloud of dust was rising more than ten zhang into the air and the earth was shuddering. Through the churning dust, Chen Bin could see the Arabian cavalry rapidly approaching like gods of slaughter.


These were not like the other Arab soldiers. Chen Bin could sense an immense pressure emanating from them, an oppressive storm that followed them as closely as a shadow. But both Chen Bin and the three thousand ballista teams behind him were like stones, rooted to the ground.


The might of the cavalry charge was unquestionable, and if cavalry like this charged into Chen Bin's men, grievous casualties were an inevitability. However, everything had its counter, and while cavalry might have reigned supreme, the moment Chen Bin and his ballista teams appeared, everything had begun to change.


Clang!


Chen Bin solemnly raised his sword in the air, its cold edge glimmering in the sun. Creakcreak! The Han soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army standing by the ballistae began to adjust their targets, the sharp points of the ballista bolts quickly locking on to the Bakr Cataphracts.


Each of the ballista teams consisted of five men. One of them was responsible for adjusting the angle while the other four were responsible for loading and firing.


"Strangling Formation! Charge!"


While this was happening, a savage order was shouted from amidst the cloud of dust. In the center of the cavalry force, the blue-eyed and brown-bearded Arab general bellowed as a fierce wave of Stellar Energy exploded out of his body, soaring more than ten zhang into the air. Amur was definitely not the most powerful of the Arab generals, but he was definitely the bravest and most fearless.


The Bakr Cataphracts were a force that Abu Muslim had recruited from the important Abbasid fortress of Baghdad and were one of the elite cavalry forces under his command. Their defining trait was their extremely thick armor, capable of blocking the majority of arrows and heavy crossbows. Even sharp swords and sabers could only leave shallow marks on their armor.


In a large and chaotic melee, the Bakr Cataphracts could rely on their thick armor to carry them safely into the most concentrated and formidable group of enemies so that they could scatter and disrupt their formation. Amongst the Arab cavalry, their specialty was in attacking points of resistance.


And in their repeated charges on the enemy, not only would the Bakr Cataphracts succeed in their task, but would also ride away with trifling losses. This was one of the reasons Abu Muslim had chosen to dispatch them.


Eighty zhang!


Fifty zhang!


Forty zhang!


Chen Bin continued to calculate as the cavalry approached, his mind utterly focused on the task. These Arab cavalry were extremely fast and powerful, so the slightest mistake could result in the complete loss of his ballista teams.


"Release!"


When the tension was at its greatest, Chen Bin swung down his sword.


Boom!


The air thundered as a thick ballista bolt flew ahead of the rest, streaking through the air like a bolt of lightning. Neeeeigh! The leading Arabian warhorse cried out as the ballista bolt tore through its thick armor, plunging through its forehead and out from its hindquarters, and blood flew everywhere. This ballista bolt then shot through a second, a third, and finally stopped after hitting a fourth Arab cavalryman. However, it had succeeded in leaving a trail of blood and carnage in its wake, terrifying in its beauty.


"What thick armor!"


Chen Bin couldn't help but widen his eyes at this sight. Ballistae and their bolts were the height of Great Tang craftsmanship, symbols of the empire's might. Each of the ballista bolts had been hammered and tempered hundreds of times, the forging needing several months to complete. In addition, there were still several dozen steps after that as many inscriptions were added to them. In terms of price, they were literally worth their weight in gold.


It was precisely this costly process that made the Great Tang ballistae and their bolts possess such terrifying might that could make them the principal heavy weaponry of the empire.


In the previous battle, each of the ballista bolts fired by Chen Bin's ballista corps had pierced through seven or eight, at times even ten-some Arab cavalry. But now, in the face of this new force of Arab cavalry, each ballista bolt was spent after piercing through four cavalry.


Chen Bin had never seen anything like it.


But Chen Bin needed to only blink to regain his composure. No matter how thick and sturdy this Arabian armor was, in front of the three thousand ballistae, these cavalry were bound to be mantises trying to stop a carriage, failing to know their own strength.


"Second row! Fire!"


Chen Bin swung down his sword once more.


Boomboomboom! Hundreds of ballista bolts were fired, engulfing the Bakr Cataphracts. Neeeigh! Miserable whinnies filled the air as wave after wave of Bakr Cataphracts fell to the ballista volleys.


"Fire!"


Volley after volley was fired through the air. Chen Bin had organized his three thousand ballistae into three rows, one thousand ballistae to each row. When one row was finished firing, another one would start, the rows cycling between each other to keep up a constant rain of ballista bolts.


So severe were the losses of the around seven thousand Bakr Cataphracts that none of them could get within ten zhang. With Chen Bin as the boundary, the field for several hundred zhang in front of him had been converted into a gruesome hell, where the neighing, screams, crashing, and the booming of the ballista bolts created a single discordant din. The corpses of the Bakr Cataphracts covered the ground, with four thousand, five thousand, six thousand losses… the famed Bakr Cataphracts were suffering dreadful losses to the three thousand ballista teams.


"Retreat! Retreat!"


At this sight, Arab general Amur turned pale. The Tang assault was too fast and vicious, with their constant cycling giving no chance for his Bakr Cataphracts to approach. His forces were suffering appalling losses, and Amur had never seen such a terrifying force in his life.


Rumble! The Bakr Cataphracts left as quickly as they had come, but though they had come with around seven thousand men, they left with less than one thousand. The Bakr Cataphracts had been almost completely wiped out in a single battle.


"Stop!"


Chen Bin leveled his sword, and the three thousand ballistae behind him immediately stopped firing, their ordered ranks falling silent as if they had never even moved in the first place. Such was their discipline that it left a deep impression upon all who witnessed it.


Ballistae excelled in attacking with an army and defending an area, but they were very poor for chasing down an enemy.


The speed at which ballistae could be pushed could never match the speed at which cavalry could flee.
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The army of one hundred thousand Tang reinforcements quickly calmed down. Only the thick odor of blood in the air and the corpses of the Bakr Cataphracts strewn over the battlefield remained as proof of the Great Tang's might and terror.


"Don't worry about the other side. Hurry and get those fortifications up!"


"Begin to treat the wounded and count the casualties!"


"Service the ballistae! Check over all the equipment!"


Order after order was sent down, causing the entire Tang army to get to work in an orderly fashion, all of it according to Wang Chong's plans.


Meanwhile, with the retreat of Amur and the Bakr Cataphracts, all the Arab forces had completely retreated, and there were no further attempts to sound out the Tang defenses.


One of the people at Abu Muslim's side, Ziyad, noted, "Lord Governor, Amur failed. The Tang did not pursue them!"


Ziyad was a man of around thirty-six, with a short beard and brown eyes that were as sharp and fierce as swords. As the Deputy Governor of the East as well as Abu Muslim's adjutant, Ziyad had an extremely important role in this operation.


Although he was not as powerful as Abu Muslim, Ziyad was still a peak Brigadier General, almost on the verge of stepping into the Great General level. Not only that, Ziyad was also one of those rare strategic generals. His intelligence and mind for strategy had always been traits that made Abu Muslim value him.


In the previous battle, Ziyad had been handling the withdrawal of the soldiers, doing his utmost to minimize the casualties, so only now did he appear at Abu Muslim's side.


For some time, all was silent, and then Abu Muslim finally spoke. "Ziyad, what is your view of the new Tang commander-in-chief?" His eyes shone with a profound light and his expression was calm. No one could tell what he was thinking.


"I do not know. I have no understanding of him whatsoever…"


Ziyad frowned, a pensive look in his eyes.


"This person isn't from Anxi. Gao Xianzhi brought all the best generals of Anxi with him for this battle, so there shouldn't be anyone more formidable left in the area. This is probably someone dispatched by the Emperor of the Great Tang. I remember that we dispatched spies deep into the Great Tang's interior to gather information, but something seems to have happened and we've lost contact with those spies. They've probably been discovered and eliminated by the Tang, which is truly a great pity at a time like this.


"Although we don't have any information on the Tang commander and can't tell where he currently is, from the movements of his army, we can conclude that he has probably seen through our ambush. In addition, his soldiers are exceptionally powerful. Gao Xianzhi's Tang soldiers also used those large ballistae, but their might was nothing as frightening. The accuracy and speed at which they fire are on another level compared to Gao Xianzhi's troops.


"I sense that this new commander is even more formidable and difficult to deal with than Gao Xianzhi."


"You feel that he is even more formidable than the Anxi War God?"


Abu Muslim slightly frowned, a little taken aback by Ziyad's conclusion. In these last two months, Gao Xianzhi and the Anxi Protectorate army he led had given the Arabs a serious wound. Abu Muslim and the entire Abbasid Caliphate had lofty ambitions, hoping to use this army of three hundred thousand to sweep over the Western Regions and perhaps even occupy the Great Tang, accomplishing an impressive feat that generations of Caliphs had never achieved.


But a trifling Gao Xianzhi and one city of Talas had dealt Abu Muslim and his mighty Arab army a serious setback. Abu Muslim had never been one to belittle his enemies, and that Gao Xianzhi truly did have the right to be his adversary.


Even so, Abu Muslim had never altered his plans of killing the Tang!


Yet Ziyad was now telling him that the newly-arrived commander was even more capable than Gao Xianzhi.


"In terms of strength, since I have not had a chance to see him, I cannot make a judgment. But in terms of tactics and strategy, my intuition tells me that Gao Xianzhi… can't even compare to this new commander," Ziyad sternly said.


Gao Xianzhi was a tenacious opponent, his ability to delay the Arab army for two months at Talas being proof enough of his abilities. But this had been because of Talas's thick and tall walls, not because of Gao Xianzhi's tactics and strategy. Although the battle had lasted for a long time, the Arabs had not suffered that many losses.


However, this new Tang commander had not even shown his face, but in the first battle with his forces, Umar had been killed and Amur's Bakr Cataphracts severely depleted, and nearly one hundred thousand Arab soldiers had been lost.


And this reinforcing Tang army only had around one hundred thousand people in the first place!


Just these points alone were enough for Ziyad to regard this new Tang commander with unprecedented importance. After all, this new commander hadn't even needed to use the walls of the city yet.


Abu Muslim instantly fell silent, a grim look in his eyes. After fighting alongside Ziyad for so many years, Abu Muslim was extremely confident in his aide's judgment and intuition. In these ten-some years, Abu Muslim had never heard Ziyad give such a high evaluation of the enemy commander without even seeing them.


Rumble!


As he was thinking, rumbling and booming came from ahead, but both Abu Muslim and Ziyad noticed that this was different from the previous rumbling. The two raised their heads and saw that the countless craftsmen and soldiers in the rear of the Tang army were working together to install large rectangular chests speckled with holes on the tops of those steel walls.


At this sight, the two highest commanders of the Arab army instantly turned furious.


Although they didn't know what sort of secret was concealed in those rectangular chests, their experience was enough to tell them that this was unquestionably some sort of formidable defensive tool. Those silvery-white chests and those tall steel walls made the Tang's intentions blatantly obvious.


In front of more than two hundred thousand soldiers, they actually had the nerve to brazenly construct defensive fortifications!


This was nothing but a naked challenge!


To the west of the Cong Mountains, Arabia was synonymous with dread and destruction, and all the other empires and powers paled with fright at mere mention of its name. Never had any opponent dared to so humiliate an army of more than two hundred thousand Arabs.


"Bastard!"


Ziyad clenched his fists, his eyes exploding with killing intent. Abu Muslim said nothing, but his complexion visibly darkened.


A voice came in from the side. "Lord Governor, let's push in with all our men and utterly vanquish these Tang! They are simply too arrogant!"


All the Arab generals had arrived, their eyes blazing with rage. The Arabs were famed around the world for their courage and combativeness. Umar's death could not be used to represent the entire Arab army, and besides that, the true power of the Arabs was still waiting in the wings.


Once they were completely mobilized, the war would take on a completely different character.


"Enough!" Abu Muslim suddenly bellowed, his expression as cold as ice. All the Arab generals instantly fell silent and lowered their heads, awe and respect in their eyes.


"I understand how to proceed!


"Pass on my order! All soldiers should retreat for reconsolidation!"


"Yes, Lord Governor!"


A messenger left, his body still trembling in fear.


Abu Muslim's eyes were splitting flame as he fell silent, but when he turned his gaze to the Tang army, his emotional state became shifting and unfathomable, and no one could tell what he was thinking. These Tang had to be eliminated and the Western Regions had to become a part of the Abbasid Caliphate. He would be the first Governor of the East to defeat the Great Tang.


But before this, he needed to cautiously consider every decision, not act impulsively.


Flap flap!


While Abu Muslim was reconsolidating the army and getting ready for another assault on the Tang, the flapping of wings came from overhead. A black carrier pigeon descended from the sky like a bolt of lightning, closing its wings and landing on Abu Muslim's arm.


Gugu! The pigeon called out as it slowly sauntered about Abu Muslim's arm. Everyone could see the white message tied around its right leg.


Buzz!


Before the other Arab generals could react, Abu Muslim and Ziyad shared a glance, each able to see the shock and surprise in the other's eyes. Abu Muslim removed the letter and slowly unfurled it, but after taking a single glance, his expression turned strange.


Ziyad stepped closer and asked, "Lord Governor, what did the letter say?"


Abu Muslim said nothing, only handed the letter over.




"This…"


After Ziyad read the letter, his expression also turned strange, his brown eyes slowly beginning to glow.


"All soldiers, hear my order! The army should remain in place. The operation has been postponed! We will fight the Tang tomorrow!"


"Yes, Milord!"


……


Meanwhile, just outside Talas…


"Lord Marquis, they're retreating; the Arabs are really retreating this time!"


Zhang Que had a hand over his forehead as he excitedly reported, his eyes fixed on the receding Arab army. Zhang Que was not a fighter, so after the aerial battle concluded, he had remained at Wang Chong's side. Xu Keyi, Chen Burang, Sun Zhiming, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, Zhao Jingdian, and even Wang Chong's father and brother, Wang Yan and Wang Fu, were all scattered across the front lines, leading the army in setting up defenses. The only people left at Wang Chong's side were Zhang Que and a few others.


"It's not that simple. That battle… has only just begun!"


Wang Chong waved a sleeve and clasped his hands behind his back, a faint smile on his face as he gazed at the retreating Arab army.



                                                                        Chapter 883: An Astonishingly Brilliant Mind for Strategy! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




The Arabs had retreated a considerable distance, but they had not retreated to the principal Arab fortress in the east of Khorasan. Instead, they had chosen to watch the Tang from a distance, making their intentions abundantly clear. The Arabs were wont to fight to the last man, only beginning to even contemplate retreat when they had lost around three-fourths of their soldiers.


This trait was what made Arabia so terrifying and difficult to deal with!


This was also why the kingdoms of the Western Regions regarded Arabia as the destroyer.


But this time, they had run into the Great Tang and Wang Chong. Wang Chong had prepared long and well for this decisive battle with the Arabs, bringing with him a well-supplied and well-equipped army of more than one hundred thousand, as well as ballistae, Wootz Steel weapons, Meteoric Metal armor, and other such equipment. In terms of will and resolve to fight, he definitely wasn't weaker than them!


Two empires, but only one of them can survive. Abu Muslim, the empire to survive will definitely not be Arabia…


A confident expression appeared on Wang Chong's face as he thought back to the Stone of Destiny's words. Nothing was a coincidence. In this world, rarely would two powerful empires exist together, and even if they did, it would be for a short period of time. In his last life, after the Great Tang's defeat to Arabia at Talas and its loss of the Western Regions, the soldiers that it had always used to expand and attack its enemies began to be used for the sake of internal conflict, and the civilization of the Central Plains began to wane.


Wang Chong had always believed that this was a coincidence, but from the information revealed by the Stone of Destiny, this was far from the case.


Behind him was the Western Regions and the Great Tang. Whether it was for the Great Tang or the course of history in the Central Plains for the coming millennia, Wang Chong would never retreat!


These thoughts very quickly passed through Wang Chong's mind, and he quickly calmed down.


"Zhang Que, spread out your birds to keep a watch on the Arab movements. In addition, I will assign you a unit of archers. If any Arabian hunting falcons come over, work with the archers to shoot those hunting falcons down," Wang Chong said.


Arabian hunting falcons were extremely fast and vicious. Although Zhang Que's team had eliminated one wave, those hunting falcons had only been a squadron of the main group. Dealing with all the Arabian hunting falcons was beyond the power of Zhang Que's eagle team. The eagle team working with archers on the ground was a tactic that Wang Chong had developed specifically to deal with the Arab scout birds.


"Yes! Lord Marquis!"


Zhang Que quickly left to carry out this order.


No one in the Tang military had ever valued aerial surveillance as much as Wang Chong, and Zhang Que had lived up to Wang Chong's expectations. The eagle team he led was growing more and more important in Wang Chong's plans. If Zhang Que's team had not eliminated all the hunting falcons patrolling the perimeter, the initial battle with the Arabs would have turned out completely differently.


Once Zhang Que left, Wang Chong focused his gaze back onto the vast Arab army. Wang Chong's greatest enemy had yet to take the stage, but through the assault of the Bakr Cataphracts, Wang Chong could faintly sense his will.


That had been a clash of swords in the air, an invisible contest.


Abu Muslim!


Wang Chong could sense that his foe had used that cavalry to probe him, and Wang Chong had clearly displayed his resolve through the ballista corps. This first clash between these two commanders had ended in Wang Chong's victory, but Wang Chong clearly understood that this was far from over!


"Protector-General Wang, are these the steel walls?"


A dignified voice came from nearby. Gao Xianzhi was standing with his back straight, his eyes aimed forward.


Wang Chong froze for a moment before giving a faint smile and nodding.


"Yes!"


This reply immediately caused Gao Xianzhi's eyes to explode with a sharp light, tinged with a hint of astonishment. In the war of the southwest, Wang Chong had relied on thousands of such steel walls to defeat the combined army of Dalun Ruozan and Geluofeng, causing a great stir in the world. Later on, Wang Chong had used this same tactic on the Tibetan Plateau, even constructing a steel fortress at the triangular gap and defeating Dusong Mangpoje and Dayan Mangban. This unique tactic was so famous that even Gao Xianzhi in the distant Western Regions had heard of it.


But this was Gao Xianzhi's first time actually seeing them with his own eyes.


"Not bad!" Gao Xianzhi praised, the surprise still lingering in his eyes.


"The Arabs are most formidable in their cavalry. Using this tactic to divide them truly will ruin their formations, and without the benefit of their formations, even cavalry lose some of their edge. Lord Protector-General's thinking is truly unconventional, producing ideas that no ordinary person could think of. No wonder you could receive His Divine Majesty's favor at such a young age and become the youngest Protector-General of the empire.


"But Talas is surrounded by plains, a terrain greatly advantageous to cavalry. Would it not be better to enter the city and defend Talas using its high and thick walls?"


This final question exposed Gao Xianzhi's true intentions. After the initial defeat of the Arabs, Gao Xianzhi had believed that Wang Chong was going to lead his reinforcements into the city so that they could defend it together, but given that Wang Chong had arrayed his reinforcements outside the city and was building fortifications, it was obvious that Wang Chong had a different plan in mind.


To defend outside the walls without any sort of natural barriers and in unfavorable terrain was extremely risky in Gao Xianzhi's view. But since Wang Chong had come to his rescue and the two technically were of equal status, Gao Xianzhi could not directly point this out, so he had used the steel walls to approach it in a roundabout fashion.


For someone of Gao Xianzhi's status to do this was a great show of respect for Wang Chong.


"Haha, Lord Protector-General, I understand what you mean."


Wang Chong gave a faint smile, his expression relaxed and confident, exuding a natural charm.


"I naturally know that the walls of Talas are high and tall, and that fighting from them would be much more favorable, but there are some things that we must do, some risks that we must take. The Arabs are riding on a torrential momentum, and their ambitions are not just restricted to the Shi Kingdom. The entire Western Regions and the Great Tang are their true goal. In other words, when two warriors meet on the road, the more courageous one will emerge victorious. There is only one empire in this world that can contend against the Great Tang: the Arabian Empire to the west of the Cong Mountains. Lord Protector-General should have already been made keenly aware of this fact. If we cannot thoroughly defeat them and make them understand the power of the Great Tang, then in the future… they will be a constant source of trouble!


"This world is one of survival of the fittest, where the strong eat the weak. Our Great Tang can rule over the Western Regions because it is powerful. The Arabs could expand all the way to the Cong Mountains because they were also powerful. Whether Milord has noticed or not, the moment we arrived at this place, everything was fixed. In this war, if we dare to show the slightest timidity and hide within the city, then the Arabs will rush forward and we will lose the decisive opportunity. The advantage that we worked so hard to create will be given away. Lord Protector-General should understand that the Great Tang does not have any more soldiers to send!"


Wang Chong paused for a moment and slowly looked around. Around him, all the Anxi generals had fallen quiet, as had Wang Chong's. All of them were entranced by his words, staring at him with grim and solemn eyes.


All the soldiers of the Great Tang from the Cong Mountains to Wushang had been mobilized. Just like Wang Chong had said, Talas was probably the last line of defense.


"…If we win this war, then we will win the safety of the Western Regions for the next few decades, or at least delay the advance of the Arabs for a little longer. Lord Protector-General probably knows that the soldiers Abu Muslim is leading are only the soldiers stationed in the eastern part of their empire, with three times that number left in reserve. We don't have many chances. If we lose, Anxi and Qixi will both change hands, and even Longxi will be under threat. These are problems that we must consider!" Wang Chong sternly said, his eyes resting on the commander-in-chief of the Anxi Protectorate army, Gao Xianzhi.


Gao Xianzhi said nothing, but his brow was deeply furrowed. As a general, his duty was to lead soldiers in battle and win, and to continue winning. With this point as his foundation, Gao Xianzhi had made the recommendation to defend from Talas.


But Wang Chong spoke from a completely different standpoint. His strategic considerations looked much further into the future than Gao Xianzhi's. After carefully thinking about it, Gao Xianzhi had to admit that there were many aspects of this war that he had never considered.


"I understand!"


Gao Xianzhi nodded and gave Wang Chong a profound glance, as if he was looking at this seventeen-year-old youth for the first time.


'A hundred rumors cannot compare to a single meeting, and the person far surpasses the fame.' There were many misunderstandings between Gao Xianzhi and Wang Chong, including the Regional Commanders Incident and Wang Chong's advance into Wushang. In this first meeting between them, Gao Xianzhi had treated Wang Chong with such courtesy despite his own status partially because Wang Chong had been willing to set aside his grudges and reinforce him despite all the dangers.


As for Wang Chong's grasp of the art of war… although Wang Chong was able to defeat Umar, Gao Xianzhi was a general with countless victories to his name and an insight far greater than that of an ordinary general, so this achievement did not leave a very deep impression on him.


But Wang Chong's words just now showed that he had carefully considered every aspect of the Battle of Talas. For the first time, Gao Xianzhi could sense this youth's astonishing breadth of mind and his farsighted strategic outlook that could overshadow that of any other Protector-General or Great General.


Astonishingly brilliant!


Gao Xianzhi had always been proud, but he had never imagined that he would find a talent that far surpassed his own in another person, and a mere youth at that.


"We will do everything as Lord Protector-General says. Does Lord Protector-General have anything that our Anxi Protectorate army can assist with? This Gao will offer his full support," Gao Xianzhi said.
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"Haha, that won't be necessary. Lord Protector-General only needs to continue doing what you were before. The walls of Talas truly are high and tall, serving as an excellent vantage point. Standing atop them, one can look in all directions and clearly make out the movements of the Arabs. In this aspect, I need Milord to work with me."


Wang Chong grinned.


"Mm, very well."


Gao Xianzhi nodded, looking at Wang Chong in a new light. The Anxi Protectorate army was not like the other armies of the Great Tang. In this army, Gao Xianzhi wielded absolute authority and prestige. Even if he passed the authority of this army to Wang Chong, Wang Chong would find it very hard to smoothly command them.


Moreover, although both armies belonged to the Great Tang, they operated on different systems. Forcefully mixing them together would only engender conflict and achieve exactly the opposite of the desired result. Refusing Gao Xianzhi's offer and having the two armies operate independently was actually the best option, as it preserved Gao Xianzhi's status and allowed both armies to display their maximum power.


Gao Xianzhi's impression of Wang Chong was even further improved.


"Wang Chong! I'm going to kill youuuu!"


Just as the two were talking, they were engulfed by a fierce gale, and a roar like that of an enraged lion came from the city gate. So sudden was this roar that everyone instantly turned to look, Wang Chong being no exception. Buzz! In a flash of light, an enormous figure charged out of the gates.


"Hand over your life!"


Waves of energy surged and fierce winds blew. Before anyone could react, that massive figure had already raised that giant iron axe in his hands and swung it down, unleashing a flood of Stellar Energy as it cleaved toward Wang Chong. Such was the power of this storm of Stellar Energy that the surrounding Tang soldiers were all forced back.


Raaaah!


A bellow that seemed like that of both man and beast rang out in the air. Light deformed and space twisted behind the giant figure as a bull-headed man manifested in the air, his nine-foot-tall body equipped in armor and sprouting long fur. This strange being fused with the giant man, allowing him to exude a terrifying and intense aura that was bursting with a desire to destroy.


"Stop!"


"Wanhe Peiluo, stop right there!"


"Have you gone crazy? He's Qixi's Protector-General!"


Shouts came from all around. Everyone was shocked at the actions of the Karluk Chief Wanhe Peiluo.


"Wanhe Peiluo, stop this right now. No rudeness is permitted in the face of a Protector-General!"


Cheng Qianli stepped forward, a cold light in his eyes and his sword pointed straight at Wanhe Peiluo's Barbaric God Axe. But Wanhe Peiluo appeared to have already predicted this move from Cheng Qianli, and he twisted away in a flash of light, smoothly bypassing Cheng Qianli.


"You!"


Stunned, Cheng Qianli froze for a moment. He was a peak Brigadier General of enormous strength, and though Wanhe Peiluo was not stronger than him, the difference in strength was not large. More importantly, Wanhe Peiluo had led the Karluks in fighting together with the Anxi Protectorate army for ten-some years, so he was extremely familiar with the army and its officers, and could easily avoid Cheng Qianli's strike.


After bypassing Cheng Qianli, Wanhe Peiluo had no more obstructions, and his Barbaric God Axe swung toward Wang Chong with the strength to cleave mountains.


"Hmph, Wanhe Peiluo, you came at just the right time!"


A furious roar came in response. While everyone else had been astonished, Wang Chong had maintained his calm, as if he had long expected this assault.


Buzz!


Cold light exploded out of Wang Chong's eyes, and the space in a three-zhang radius around him began to twist, the air began to freeze, and the images of the sun and moon appeared at his side.


"Vast Heaven Earth Art!


"Great Yinyang Art!"


Wang Chong immediately used the two supreme techniques of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, colliding them against Wanhe Peiluo's 'Barbaric God Cleaves the Heavens'. Boomboomboom! All the air in a radius of several dozen zhang exploded outward, sweeping toward the horizon.


In a few short moments, Wang Chong and Wanhe Peiluo had rammed against each other like primordial beasts, exchanging several dozen techniques. Boom! In the final clash, Wanhe Peiluo went flying outward while Wang Chong remained like a rock standing obstinate against the raging sea.


The winds died down as Wang Chong withdrew his techniques, and everything calmed down once more.


The Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art far surpassed other techniques in its ability to control the environment.


"Bastard! I'm going to tear you to pieces!!"


Meanwhile, Wanhe Peiluo's eyes were red, his teeth clenched. After staggering back a few steps, he stomped his foot against the ground and charged forward once more.


"Halt!"


A thunderous roar, suffused with a boundless majesty, rang out in everyone's ears. Before Wanhe Peiluo could get very far, a stream of energy tore through the air and locked onto Wanhe Peiluo's body with the weight of a mountain. The furious Wanhe Peiluo and his seething killing intent instantly sank to the ground, his speed drastically dropping.


Sensing the rage in this stream of energy, Wanhe Peiluo quivered and came to his senses, finally coming to a complete stop. Only one person in Talas could exert this sort of pressure: Gao Xianzhi!


"Lord Protector-General, this bastard took the people of our tribe that we had left behind captive! No matter what, I must kill him today! If Milord still remembers our friendship, you will help me kill him so that the hatred held by all the tens of thousands of Karluks can be released!"


Wanhe Peiluo turned to Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi, loathing in his eyes.


The Karluks were brave fighters, and all the tribes of the Western Regions respected them. Under Wanhe Peiluo's leadership, they had become allies of the Great Tang, their position rapidly ascending until no one dared to lightly provoke them. But Wanhe Peiluo had never imagined that while he was fighting beyond the borders, someone in the rear would attack his home.


All the members of his tribe—the old, the women, the children, even the cows, sheep and horses—had been captured by the Tang as hostages and brought to the battlefield. The principal culprit behind this? None other than this teenaged Qixi commander right in front of him. Wanhe Peiluo had always been a proud man, so he could not possibly accept this sort of humiliation.


"Wanhe Peiluo, hold on a minute. Don't act rashly," Gao Xianzhi sternly said. "Wang Chong is the Young Marquis of the Great Tang as well as Qixi's Protector-General. Someone of his high status is not someone you can touch. If something really does happen, not even I will be able to protect you. Moreover, Lord Protector-General is not an unreasonable person. I am confident he has his reasons for his action. There is no harm in hearing Lord Protector-General's explanation."


Wanhe Peiluo was a powerful man with a savage appearance, and no one in the Anxi Protectorate army besides Gao Xianzhi was capable of fully repressing his rage. As for the matter of the Karluk people being taken hostage, Wanhe Peiluo had come to him five or six days ago complaining about it, and the matter had caused quite the stir within the army.


During today's fierce battle, Wanhe Peiluo had even led his tribesmen in turtling up within the city, refusing to do battle. Because Gao Xianzhi himself was in Talas, he could not determine what the situation was in the rear, so he had no means of allaying Wanhe Peiluo's worries. In addition, now that Wang Chong had led his more than one hundred thousand soldiers to save the Anxi Protectorate army from its plight, this matter became even more awkward to handle.


On one side was the ally he had fought with for ten-some years and on the other side was the Qixi Protector-General who had saved his soldiers. Gao Xianzhi found it very difficult to choose. But regardless, Gao Xianzhi was confident that Wang Chong had a reason.


"This bastard! What reason could he possibly have? I definitely won't be able to forgive him!"


Wanhe Peiluo's eyes were red with rage as he glared at Wang Chong. If looks could kill, Wang Chong would have died hundreds upon thousands of times.


"Truly, you're stubborn to the bone!"


With a wave of his hand, Wang Chong slowly began to walk toward Wanhe Peiluo. His actions were relaxed and dignified, and as he strode forward, a storm of pressure exploded out of his body, forcing all the surrounding Great Tang generals and soldiers to back away. The only people around the gate who could endure this pressure were Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, and Wanhe Peiluo.


Wang Chong was growing stronger by the day, and though his time in the Western Regions was brief, he had already killed two elite experts of the Brigadier General level. Wanhe Peiluo might have been renowned for his savage strength, but he was not any more formidable than Dayan Mangban or Agudu Lan. In a duel, Wang Chong was eighty percent sure that he could personally kill the Karluk Chief.


"Wanhe Peiluo, you've gone back on your word and taken Arab bribes, attempting to sell out the thirty thousand soldiers of the Anxi Protectorate army. Did you think that I did not know?"


Wang Chong's chilly eyes suddenly locked onto Wanhe Peiluo as his mouth spat out harsh rebukes.


Bang!


These words immediately unleashed an explosion! All the people in the area were struck dumb by these words.


"Wanhe Peiluo was colluding with the Arabs? How could that be?"


"We've fought alongside the Karluks for ten-some years. We've never abandoned each other, so how could they betray us?"


"Lord Protector-General, could you have made a mistake? Might this just be a misunderstanding?"


All the Anxi soldiers stared at Wang Chong, finding his claims to be simply too absurd. They didn't believe that the Karluks would collude with the Arabs and betray the Great Tang. After so many years fighting together, the Karluks were incredibly close with the Anxi Protectorate army. Emotionally, none of the Anxi soldiers could accept the possibility that the Karluks might betray them. But none of them noticed that Wanhe Peiluo had twitched at these words, as if he had been stabbed.


"Bastard! Cease your slander! This old man will kill you!" Wanhe Peiluo bellowed, his eyes red and his entire body trembling with killing intent. Whoosh! His black Barbaric God Axe trembled as if prepared to leap into the air once more. This time, however, Wanhe Peiluo was apparently ready to use one hundred and twenty percent of his strength.


"Zi-an, pass on my order. If Wanhe Peiluo makes a reckless move, kill all the Karluks, along with their cows, sheep, and horses. Leave no one alive!"


Wang Chong smiled scornfully, not even trying to dodge.


"Yes, Milord!"


Bang!


As if he had been struck by lightning, Wanhe Peiluo froze, the breath sucked out of his body and a chill gripping his heart. His axe trembled in his hands, but it did not fall. Even that seething killing intent seemed to deflate, draining away until nothing was left. Wang Chong's simple words had seized at his Achilles' heel, stopping up all of Wanhe Peiluo's rage and preventing it from being vented.


"Wang Chong, you would dare!!"
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In a flash, Wanhe Peiluo's eyes turned scarlet, almost tearing up with blood. As a mighty figure of the Western Regions, Wanhe Peiluo had always received respect and veneration. Never had anyone dared to act like Wang Chong, using the lives of his tribe to threaten him.


This was the greatest of humiliations to Wanhe Peiluo!


Wang Chong gave a cold smile, barely paying any attention to Wanhe Peiluo as he slowly swept his gaze over the area. He quickly noticed that while the other Anxi generals were agitated, flabbergasted, or confused, Cheng Qianli and Gao Xianzhi were both extremely calm.


Wang Chong mentally gave a knowing smile.


"Wanhe Peiluo, don't make any rash actions. I've already given you a warning. The Western Regions is the Great Tang's Western Regions, and the reason the Karluks have their present status is that the Great Tang raised them to it, but this does not mean that you can sit on equal level with us. If you make any unpermitted movements, it will be considered an inferior offending a superior. I won't even need a reason then to wipe out the entire Karluk Tribe!"


Wang Chong looked down over Wanhe Peiluo, his eyes frigid and seeming to peer straight into the depths of Wanhe Peiluo's soul.


While recruiting mercenaries in the Western Regions, Wang Chong had exterminated the fickle and treacherous Saka to warn all the other tribes of the price for betrayal. But the ones that Wang Chong really wanted to exterminate were not the Saka, but the Karluks. They were truly the ficklest tribe of the Western Regions.


The Karluks' collusion with the Arabs and betrayal on the battlefield had had enormous ramifications, and this treachery had been far more odious than any normal defection. But Gao Xianzhi had been the one to hire the Karluks, so Wang Chong could not do as he pleased.


One of the Anxi generals finally couldn't help but step forward and speak up. "Lord Protector-General, might you have made a mistake? Could it not be some other tribe? The Karluks have fought alongside us for so many years and have always been honest and reliable, never once betraying us. How could they collude with the Arabs?"


Another officer of the Anxi Protectorate army stepped out and declared, "That's right. Men are not birds or beasts, so how could they be so heartless? Fighting side by side, we've developed such a deep bond that while anyone else can betray us, the Karluks couldn't possibly do so!"


It wasn't that they didn't believe Wang Chong, but the friendship between Wanhe Peiluo and the Anxi Protectorate army was one established on bloody battle after bloody battle. These officers emotionally found it very hard to accept the fact of betrayal.


Wang Chong couldn't help but mentally shake his head at this sight. While humans were different from birds and beasts, the Han were also different from the Hu. The Anxi Protectorate army had clearly not done the slightest mental preparation for the betrayal of the Karluks, with some of them even speaking up for them. It was no wonder that in his past life, the defeat at Talas had been so disastrous, the defection of the Karluks making it so that not even one thousand of the Anxi Protectorate army were able to escape, even though there had been many avenues of retreat available.


"There is nothing in the world that is impossible. Don't forget, the Karluks are mercenaries, not regular soldiers of our Great Tang. They are willing to fight side by side with us not because of some deep bond, but because we have given them enough gold!"


Wang Chong's sharp gaze slowly scanned the surroundings, silencing all the Anxi generals. They naturally understood this reasoning, but it had been so long that they had all forgotten that the Karluks were different from them. Their betrayal was an actual possibility, but none of them had been willing to accept it.


Wang Chong took in these reactions and buried them at the bottom of his heart, mentally giving a tiny sigh. Ice three feet thick could not be formed in a single day of frost, and altering the Anxi Protectorate army's impression of the Karluks in such a short time was not plausible. However, there were some words that Wang Chong had to say. He had to wake up the Anxi Protectorate army, or else there would be a second and third Karluk Tribe.


"Mercenaries fight for money, and they fight for whoever offers the highest price. In the last ten-some years, the Great Tang has always offered the highest price, and the Anxi Protectorate army has always been victorious. The Karluks only needed to follow in the rear, shouting and waving banners and pursuing when the day was won. The risk was small and the rewards were great, so the Karluks would naturally take such a deal. This was the true reason they never betrayed you.


"Their lack of betrayal was not because they were loyal and reliable, but because they didn't have any benefits or reasons for doing so! In addition, never forget that benevolence, righteousness, wisdom, courtesy, and trust are things that we Han value, but the Hu emphasize the strong eating the weak, following whoever is the strongest. Benevolence and righteousness have no meaning to them," Wang Chong expounded.


These words were not merely targeted at Wanhe Peiluo and the Karluks. The benevolence of the Great Tang was how its common people could be safe and happy, how the Central Plains could reach its current prosperity.


But across the world, the benevolence of the Central Plains, the virtue of the Confucian school, was simply useless. Lions and tigers could roar over the wilderness and rule over all other beasts because of their overwhelming strength, not any sort of benevolence or righteousness.


The world was a callous wilderness and operated on the same principle.


"Wanhe Peiluo, I give you one more chance. If you make a public confession, I can still spare your life. Otherwise, all the Karluks will follow you in death!"


Wang Chong stared at Wanhe Peiluo with a cruel and emotionless face.


Wanhe Peiluo felt his heart shrink under the stare of these callous eyes, but he quickly suppressed these emotions.


"Bastard! I don't even know what I've done! Lord Protector-General, we Karluks have followed you in your battles for ten-some years, sharing in both rewards and hardship. Now that it's come to this, is this how we will be treated?"


Wanhe Peiluo ignored Wang Chong, instead turning to look at Gao Xianzhi with furious eyes. This young Protector-General of the Great Tang had come with an imposing momentum and sharp words. Wanhe Peiluo had no means of dealing with this youth, so he could only place his hopes on Gao Xianzhi.


"Wanhe Peiluo, just be a little more patient. Protector-General Wang is not someone who does anything with no purpose. He must have a reason for his actions," Gao Xianzhi sternly said, after which he turned to Wang Chong standing to his right.


"Protector-General Wang, Wanhe Peiluo and the Karluks are friends of the Anxi Protectorate army. With the friendship that comes from working for so many years with them, they are worthy of our trust. If Protector-General Wang believes that Wanhe Peiluo is colluding with the Arabs, I hope that Lord Protector-General can produce firm proof so as to convince the soldiers."


Wang Chong chuckled, noticing a few details in Gao Xianzhi's final words.


"Lord Protector-General, a wise opinion! Wanhe Peiluo, death is at hand but you still struggle. It seems like you won't stop until there's no hope left!"


Wang Chong flicked his fingers and coldly stared at Wanhe Peiluo.


"Hmph, Wang Chong, you slander me, your every sentence mentioning that we are colluding with the Arabs, but if you can't produce any convincing evidence, I, Wanhe Peiluo, swear an oath to the heavens that I will pay any price to have you suffer death by a thousand cuts to vent my hatred!"


Wanhe Peiluo gripped his Barbaric God Axe, his expression savage. But though his mouth conveyed confidence, in reality, he was somewhat unsettled by Wang Chong's confident air.


"Wanhe Peiluo, since you wish to die, I will fulfill your wish!"


Wang Chong grinned and waved behind him.


"Xue Qianjun, bring it over!"


Wang Chong's words instantly intensified the tension in the air. Everyone began to turn to see what was being brought, and Wanhe Peiluo felt his heart thump in panic.


He had been so composed because he was confident that Wang Chong had no evidence, but things were completely different if Wang Chong really could produce evidence.


Stomp! Stomp!


A few moments later, heavy footsteps came from the rear. As the Anxi generals watched, Xue Qianjun emerged dressed in full armor, leading four fierce and muscular soldiers.


These four armored soldiers were each supporting the corner of an extremely elaborate and opulent chest. Boom! The four men heaved and tossed the massive chest to the ground with a deafening thump.


Everyone could hear a strange sound from the chest, like thousands upon thousands of small items clattering against each other.


Clang!


Xue Qianjun coldly slashed out with his saber, shattering the golden lock on the chest. Then he heaved open the lid.


Boom!


The contents of the chest immediately sent an uproar through the crowd. The chest was packed with various kinds of pearls, agate, jade, coral, and jewels, the total price simply immeasurable.


Wanhe Peiluo felt like he had been struck by a lightning bolt, and his breathing grew much more rapid.


Cheng Qianli's eyes widened as he asked, "Protector-General Wang, what is this?"


"Lord Protector-General, General Cheng, soldiers of Anxi, this chest of pearls and agate was found in a hidden cave on the grounds of the Karluk Tribe. So many pearls, agate, and jade; Lord Protector-General was not the one who gifted them, correct? Or did the mercenary Karluks suddenly learn how to make money through commerce?"


Wang Chong looked around as he spoke.


The soldiers were chattering amongst themselves, the sight of these dazzling pearls and jewels sending a wave of consternation through them.


The Anxi Protectorate army and the Karluks had a long relationship as employer and mercenary. When each battle was completed, the Karluks would be paid a rich reward, but not even the Anxi Protectorate army could pay the Karluks this much.


Whether it was the pearls, agate, jade, or jewels, they were all worth much more than their weight in gold. Even the financial officer of the Anxi Protectorate army found it very difficult to calculate the value of this chest packed to the bursting with such goods.


Moreover, Wanhe Peiluo and his Karluks were massive spendthrifts, showing no signs of frugality. After every battle, they would always go on reckless spending sprees. There was no way they could have accumulated such wealth in only ten-some years!


"Lord Protector-General, does this really all belong to the Karluk Tribe?"


One of the Anxi officers stepped forward and stared in a daze at the chest of treasures. Just a few moments ago, no one in the Anxi Protectorate army would have dared to believe that the Karluks would collude with the Arabs.


But now that Wang Chong had taken out this chest of riches, this firm conviction had begun to totter.


"Heh!"


Wang Chong shook his head and chuckled, and then he slowly extended one finger.


"The treasures you see now are only those of one chest. In the grounds of the Karluk Tribe, we found nine other chests of such treasures!"
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Boom!


When he heard that there were still nine more chests packed with so many treasures, even Cheng Qianli couldn't help but widen his eyes in shock. One chest could be explained, but not even if the Karluk Tribe fasted for ten-some years would it have been able to accrue ten chests of such enormous wealth.


Only a fool would believe that there was nothing suspicious about such chests appearing in the Karluk Tribe.


Doubtful glances began to fall upon the Karluk Chief Wanhe Peiluo.


"Wang Chong, don't go slandering others!" Wanhe Peiluo angrily shouted. "I've never seen these things before and have no idea what's going on with them. And besides, we Karluks are a mercenary tribe. Do we need to tell you everything that we do? The Western Regions is home to the ruins of many ancient kingdoms that left behind vast treasuries, and there are many legends about treasure maps. Even now, quite a few tribes are seeking out these treasures. Do I even need to report to you about things like this?"


Wanhe Peiluo had never felt so threatened by a single person before. Wang Chong's entire body seemed to be a sharp sword, its overbearing aura forcing Wanhe Peiluo into desperate circumstances. He had never encountered such an opponent in his life.


Damn it, just what's going on here? We did our utmost to keep this secret, so how did he find out?


Wanhe Peiluo felt like he was seeing a ghost. He had carried out the entire matter smoothly, without the smallest mistake. During battle, Wanhe Peiluo bravely fought against the enemy, showing no chink or flaw in his performance. Once the Great Tang was defeated, Wanhe Peiluo was ready to borrow the strength of the Arabs to rule over the Western Regions.


But who could have expected that on the night before Wanhe Peiluo planned to defect and open the gates for the Arabs, he would suddenly receive a letter? All of his plans had been ruined, but even now, Wanhe Peiluo had no idea where the mistake was. How could a young Protector-General in distant Qixi know what was going on in the Western Regions, particularly such a secretive deal as this?


Wanhe Peiluo could only think that ghosts and devils were at work.


Wanhe Peiluo's excuse quickly proved effective. Although this excuse of treasure maps seemed a little abrupt, it sounded more plausible than the Karluks betraying the Great Tang and colluding with the Arabs. A subtle change occurred in the atmosphere, with the gazes aimed at Wanhe Peiluo turning much gentler.


"Hahaha, treasure map?"


Wang Chong gave a derisive smile, apparently long predicting this kind of excuse.


"So, you also found these by following a treasure map?"


Wang Chong pushed a palm at the chest, sending out a wave of energy. All the pearls, agate, jade, and jewels in the chest were sent floating into the air by invisible streams of energy. Though everyone was at first mystified by Wang Chong's actions, they quickly noticed the dazzling golden light emitting from the chest and began to pale.


"Arabian gold coins!"


At the very bottom of all those precious pearls, jewels, and other objects was a dense layer of round golden coins. Unlike the gold and silver currency of the Great Tang, these gold coins were exquisitely crafted, the image of a man with billowing hair protruding from the surface.


This figure appeared to be an Arab, and on the back of the coins…


Ding!


There was a clattering of armor as an Anxi officer strode over, took a coin from the chest, and flipped it over.


"It's an Arabian coin!"


The gleaming back of the coin clearly depicted the Arab flag1.




Everything was now obvious. This was no treasure left behind by some ancient kingdom of the Western Regions and discovered using a treasure map, but riches from the Arabian Empire. In order to bribe the Karluks, the Arabs had gifted them enormous wealth.


"Wanhe Peiluo, you bastard!"


All the eyes focused on Wanhe Peiluo now seethed with killing intent, and one of the nearby Anxi generals even bellowed and pulled out his sword, slashing it at Wanhe Peiluo.


Bang!


A shockwave exploded outward as a stream of Stellar Energy and the Barbaric God Axe rose to block this furious blow.


"I'm being framed! I'm definitely being framed! Don't act impulsively; don't let this brat fool you!" Wanhe Peiluo hollered as his face contorted in panic. Retreating, he hurriedly raised his weapon to block the attacks.


"Have all of you forgotten how many times we Karluks fought alongside you? In that battle against the Jushi Kingdom, it was us who covered your left flank. In the war against Kangju, we infiltrated the city and opened the gate for you. And in Kanjut, we saved so many of you… Have you forgotten all of that?


"I was with all of you on the front lines. I know just as much about those Arabian coins as the rest of you. Someone must be framing me. Right! Our Karluk Tribe has many enemies in the Western Regions. They definitely know about our relationship with the Great Tang, so they must be using this scheme to sow dissension for their own benefit! Everyone, no matter what, you can't let them succeed!"


Wanhe Peiluo 'grieved and lamented', his face both furious and aggrieved at this injustice.


Wanhe Peiluo's words immediately had the crowd murmuring and hesitating once more. It was true that the Karluks had offended no small number of people through fighting alongside the Anxi Protectorate army. It was completely plausible that these people had joined together to frame the Karluks.


And when Wanhe Peiluo brought up all those old tales, they turned even more reluctant. Those doubtful looks aimed at Wanhe Peiluo after seeing those Arabian coins began to relax, and even Gao Xianzhi seemed to slightly unfurrow his brow, a reluctant look in his eyes.


A faint hint of emotion appeared in Wang Chong's eyes. Wang Chong was not clear about the story between the Karluks and the Anxi Protectorate army. If everything really was like how it was in the past, then this would be a truly beautiful legend. But Wang Chong was well aware that this was just a misperception brought about by wishful thinking.


The Karluks were mercenaries, and they would always fight for their own benefit. This was a principle that would never change.


Wang Chong felt pity for the Anxi Protectorate army, but he also knew that the Karluks' collusion with the Arabs was an indisputable fact, with those pearls, agate, jade, and jewels serving as the strongest evidence. If they had succeeded, the consequences would have been unbearable. The reluctance felt by the Anxi Protectorate army was established on an imaginary relationship.


In the hands of the Karluks, the sentiment felt by the Anxi Protectorate army was merely a chip to be used in a deal with the Arabs.


Those Karluks who had fought side by side, living and dying together with the Anxi Protectorate army, would not show the slightest ambiguity when they defected, nor would they hold on to any of those old feelings and hold back in their blows. Who knew how many soldiers of Anxi had died not to the Arabs, but to a strike from the Karluks, caught completely unawares by the defection? This was precisely why not even one thousand soldiers of the Anxi Protectorate army managed to escape.


When he thought about how Wanhe Peiluo was still trying to scheme his way out of danger by using the feelings of the Anxi Protectorate army, Wang Chong felt revolted and disgusted, his hatred for the Karluks only increasing. Gao Xianzhi might have been fooled, but Wang Chong would not be.


"Wanhe Peiluo, there's no need to continue your trickery. You can say that someone planted the Arabian coins to frame you, but what about that Arab spy who you communicated with? Don't forget, he actually met with you. You thought your plan to be completely flawless, but you probably didn't think that we would capture that man. Since you're still trying to deceive us, let him come and serve as witness. Xue Qianjun, bring that Arab spy over. Find a translator as well! Let everyone hear the actual truth!" Wang Chong loudly ordered as he waved at the chilly-faced Xue Qianjun behind him.


"Yes, Milord!"


Xue Qianjun immediately began to stride away, no hesitation on his face. The preparations had apparently been made long ago.


Buzz!


At this sight, Wanhe Peiluo, who had just been pleading his innocence, made a nasty grimace. He could argue about the Arabian coins, relying on his many years of 'friendship' and 'camaraderie' to convince the Anxi Protectorate army, but if the Arab spy were brought out, all of Wanhe Peiluo's arguments would lose their meaning.


Impossible! How could he have managed it!


Wanhe Peiluo's mind was reeling in shock. He simply couldn't understand how a young Protector-General whose range of activities had always been outside Anxi could have possibly gathered this information. And just how did that Arab spy who had entered the Karluk Tribe in disguise manage to end up in Wang Chong's hands?


In addition, he clearly remembered that this spy had already returned to the Arabian Empire. Had something happened that caused him to come back to get in touch with him, causing him to be caught by this young Protector-General of Qixi?


Countless thoughts flew through Wanhe Peiluo's mind, stirring massive waves. And what stunned and panicked Wanhe Peiluo the most was that Arab being escorted over by Wang Chong's subordinate, his hands tied and his head covered in a cloth sack. From his figure, this was precisely the Arab that he had initially consulted with.


Roooar!


Wanhe Peiluo gave a furious bellow, his hair bristling outward. While everyone's attention was on the Hu being escorted by Xue Qianjun, the illustrious Karluk Chief finally chose to strike.


"Brat, you're too vicious!


"Guli, send the signal to the Arabs. In addition, inform our tribesmen to start the rebellion! Everyone else, work with me to kill him!"


The first words had been spoken in the language of the Great Tang, but the second part had been spoken in the Karluk language. Any further talk was meaningless, so his only option left was to start the revolt early and seize the advantage. Perhaps he could even capture the wounded of the Anxi Protectorate army in the city and use them to gain the freedom of the Karluks' women, children and elderly, giving the Karluks a path of retreat. Otherwise, the Karluks truly would be doomed!

______________
1. The flag used by the Abbasid Caliphate was actually a pure black flag. The author might be referring to how some Arab flags have Arabic written on them, and that the coins have Arabic inscriptions, which was common for the coins minted by the Abbasid Caliphate.↩
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"Hmph! Stubborn to the end!"


Wang Chong coldly sneered, a cold and sharp light in his eyes. Wanhe Peiluo's outburst had seemed abrupt, but Wang Chong had long ago predicted this. Rumble! As Wanhe Peiluo led his tribesmen forward, Wang Chong exploded into the air like a hawk. All the armor on his body clanged and clattered, and as countless people looked on, his Wootz Steel sword began to hum and explode with Sword Qi as it slashed down with lightning-fast speed at Wanhe Peiluo.


But even though Wang Chong was fast, there was someone even faster.


"Wanhe Peiluo, you've truly… disappointed me!" A voice as loud as thunder rang in everyone's ears, suffused with a deep disappointment.


Upon hearing this voice, the fierce and aggressive Karluk Chief trembled as if he had been jabbed, even the grip on his massive axe becoming unsteady as he blurted out, "Lord Protector-General!!"


Wanhe Peiluo was well known for his fierce and unbending nature, and Wang Chong still did not have the right to make him blurt out the words 'Lord Protector-General'. In the entire army, only Anxi War God Gao Xianzhi had this right. Rumble! Before Wanhe Peiluo had even finished speaking, a destructive storm of energy had appeared and begun to approach Wanhe Peiluo with astonishing speed.


In a flash, Wanhe Peiluo's face turned as white as paper.


Boom!


There was an earth-shaking explosion and roiling waves of energy as three figures clashed next to Talas's gate. So fierce was the Stellar Energy that everyone in a ten-zhang radius was swept outward, not a single person able to hold their ground.


"Not good!"


"Careful!"


"Their energy waves are too powerful! Hurry and back up!"


The surroundings were in chaos. Wang Chong, Gao Xianzhi, and Wanhe Peiluo were essentially the strongest people in the army, and an exchange between experts like these was not something those beneath their level could approach, much less interfere in. But this chaos settled down as quickly as it had arisen, those powerful waves of Stellar Energy that had engulfed the world vanishing without a trace.


By the time the people had gotten off the ground, the battle was already over.


"Milord!"


Xue Qianjun clambered off the ground, wanting to help in the battle, but when he raised his head and saw what had happened, he was frozen on the spot. In front of the gate, Wang Chong had his back to Xue Qianjun, one hand grasping the Wootz Steel sword while the other hand was clenched around Wanhe Peiluo's neck, raising him high into the air so that his feet dangled in the air.


Wanhe Peiluo was struggling, but he could not struggle free. Wang Chong's hand seemed to be forged from steel, firmly locked around his neck. To the side, Gao Xianzhi loomed like a mountain, neither moving nor speaking. Everything was fixed in place as if time had stopped.


No one knew what had happened just now, but there was no doubt that the battle was over.


No matter how formidable Wanhe Peiluo was, there was no way he could contend against two Protector-Generals of the Great Tang working together.


"Lord Protector-General, Lord Protector-General… I've been wronged! Please, listen to my explanation!"


Wanhe Peiluo was pale and panicked, his body continuing to struggle. Although Wang Chong had a hand around his neck, the true lethal attack had come from Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi. Even after multiple taxing battles, a peak Saint Martial expert was not something Wanhe Peiluo could match.


Gao Xianzhi had not killed him, but he had sealed off all his energy channels. Wanhe Peiluo currently could not use a single drop of the energy in his body.


"Wanhe Peiluo, you've deeply disappointed me."


Gao Xianzhi finally spoke, an indescribable fatigue in his voice. Two months of battle had not been able to topple him, but the betrayal of the Karluks had seemingly drained this ever-victorious Anxi War God of all his energy.


"I don't mind you taking Arab gold. After all, the Karluks are a mercenary tribe. If a competitor gifts you gold, you can refuse it, and if you do accept it, that doesn't mean that you need to work for them. But for the sake of ten chests of treasure, you actually want to betray the Great Tang, working with the Arabs to let them into the city… You've deeply disappointed me. As it turns out, our ten years of fighting together was only worth ten chests of treasure!"


"Milord, it's not like that, it's not like that…"


Wanhe Peiluo's face was ghastly pale, his body swaying in the air as his hands pulled at Wang Chong's grip, but his efforts were futile.


"'It's not like that'… these words of yours are right," Wang Chong interjected, a scornful smile on his lips. "The Arabs naturally didn't just give you those ten chests. If my guess is correct, the Arabs definitely promised you that once the Anxi Protectorate army was wiped out, they would fully support the Karluks in ruling over the Western Regions!" His words had pierced straight through Wanhe Peiluo's heart.


Buzz!


These words seemed to give Wanhe Peiluo a heavy blow, and he immediately ceased his struggling, his arms listlessly dropping to his sides.


Wang Chong looked at Wanhe Peiluo with eyes full of derision. Mercenaries had no personal integrity to speak of. In their eyes, everything had a price, and it was just a matter of seeing who would pay. Wanhe Peiluo and his Karluks thought that they were acting in secret, but how could they possibly hide from his eyes? In this Battle of Talas, if Wang Chong had not appeared, the Anxi Protectorate army would be wiped out and the Great Tang would not have enough soldiers to reinforce, thus causing Anxi, Qixi, and the entire Western Regions to rapidly be lost.


Meanwhile, the Karluks, whose defection had played a major part in the annihilation of the Anxi Protectorate army, would naturally receive the greatest rewards. In a Western Regions without the Great Tang, they would become one of the strongest factions. But at times, the plans of humans were no match for the calculations of the heavens. After the Battle of Talas, the Abbasid Caliphate had originally planned to unite the Western Regions, the Great Tang, the Turks, Ü-Tsang, and any other lands that they could.


Alas, the Arabs made a strategic error. After defeating the Great Tang, they advanced into the plateau, hoping to conquer the nearby Ü-Tsang Empire. But they had no inkling of 'altitude sickness' and ended up suffering a severe wound that put a stop to their expansion.


With that, the dream of the Karluks to serve as the representative of the Abbasid Caliphate and rule over the Western Regions came to an end. But even so, the Karluks were still the greatest beneficiary after the Battle of Talas, with the entire tribe flourishing in the aftermath.


Those who had cleaved to their promises and remained loyal to their country were met with a bad end and had their bones buried in a foreign land. Meanwhile, those who went back on their word flourished and prospered. There was nothing more infuriating beneath the heavens.


The Wang Chong of the past could only helplessly clench his fists when he heard about the bitter defeat at Talas and the success of the Karluks. But now that he had reincarnated, if the Karluks still wanted to sell out the Great Tang, sell off the Anxi Protectorate army for riches and glory, then they were delusional!


"Haaah…"


A long sigh suddenly came from the side. Gao Xianzhi glanced at Wanhe Peiluo and shook his head, his eyes brimming with disappointment.


"Wanhe Peiluo, did you really think you had hidden these matters from me?"


Buzz! Wanhe Peiluo, who had given up the struggle just moments ago, suddenly raised his head, his eyes flying open.


"…I already had a sense, had some speculations. But we fought together for so many years, so deep within my heart, I didn't believe that you would betray me. Right after we attacked the Shi Kingdom and were going to attack Talas, someone already told me that you were colluding with the Arabs and getting ready to betray the Great Tang, but at the time, I didn't believe it, so I suppressed all that talk.


"I also knew about how the Karluks were making trouble by refusing to do battle, but I just pretended not to. And even when strange birds flew over the city walls in the middle of the night and landed in the Karluk camp, I did not investigate. Wanhe Peiluo, do you know why this is?" Gao Xianzhi asked, staring at Wanhe Peiluo.


All was silent. Wanhe Peiluo said nothing, but the light in his eyes slowly died away. All this time, he had believed that all his actions had been so secretive that not even the gods knew. Never had he imagined that Gao Xianzhi had known this entire time.


Wang Chong finally spoke. "People who walk different paths cannot make plans together. These mercenaries fight only for money. They have never been taught benevolence or righteousness, so in the end, they cannot share the same path as us."


Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli had been far too calm about this entire affair. When he had been accusing Wanhe Peiluo, the two had unexpectedly said nothing at all, as if they had long ago predicted this sight. Wang Chong had found it strange at the time. If they had already been so wary, why had events played out as they did in his last life?


But now, Wang Chong finally understood: they were too softhearted.


Although Gao Xianzhi had a cold and tough exterior, this was something he only showed to his enemies. To those at his side, those he trusted, he showed his other face, a warm and gentle one.


And Gao Xianzhi was a Hu!


But he was a Hu who admired the style of the Great Tang, the culture of the Central Plains. He had been educated in the most traditional Confucian curriculum. In this aspect, although he was a Hu on the surface, inside, he was a pure Han, making him completely different from Wanhe Peiluo or the other Hu.


Anyone who interacted with Gao Xianzhi and observed his manners, bearing, and demeanor would easily forget his true status. They would be thoroughly convinced that he was a Han!


But the kind should not command soldiers, and Gao Xianzhi's softheartedness had eventually resulted in the complete loss of the Anxi Protectorate army and the Western Regions, as well as his own future death!


A general could not let his heart go soft and his hand be gentle, because a moment's softheartedness could lead to a disaster of unimaginable proportions, an unthinkable price and unbearable deaths.


In this aspect, though Gao Xianzhi held the title of Western Regions War God, he was still not a suitable commander-in-chief.


In this point, he and Wang Chong were completely different.
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"Wanhe Peiluo, I already gave you a chance. Everything was your own choice, and I have nothing more to say. Protector-General Wang, it is no longer appropriate for me to interfere in this matter. I leave the rest to you!"


Gao Xianzhi turned his head, placing his back to Wanhe Peiluo, and closed his eyes, a hint of sorrow on his resolved face.


The most unacceptable thing in the world was not some extremely difficult adversary, but a traitor from one's own side. If possible, Gao Xianzhi would not have wished for things to fall to this level.


"Lord Protector-General, be at ease. I know what to do. He will not feel any pain."


Wang Chong froze a moment before replying, a hint of surprise in his eyes.


It was no wonder that Gao Xianzhi was a general of the generation, the War God of Anxi. Wang Chong had originally believed that Gao Xianzhi would seek mercy for the sake of his old friendship with Wanhe Peiluo. Such swift resolve, on the other hand, left Wang Chong slack-jawed and wide-eyed.


Wang Chong raised his head and indifferently said, "Wanhe Peiluo, you chose this road. Since you've lost, bear the price. In your next life, remember to not make an enemy of the Great Tang. It isn't something a mere Karluk can oppose."


Wanhe Peiluo lowered his proud head and said no more.


The winner was made king while the loser was a bandit, that was all!


Buzz!


Without the slightest warning, Wang Chong immediately began to exert the power of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art. Wanhe Peiluo's majestic energy surged ceaselessly into Wang Chong's body. In a few seconds, Wang Chong's already impressive aura began to swell.


A battle was imminent, and the Arabs were still lingering on the border. This was a foe of unprecedented might. What awaited everyone was a battle of unimaginable ferocity, and Wang Chong needed even more power so that he could alter the course of this battle.


Wanhe Peiluo was the Karluk Chief and was host to enormous energy reserves. Wang Chong would not throw away this source of high-quality energy.


Time went by in a flash, and a few moments later, Wang Chong had finished absorbing Wanhe Peiluo's strength, his cultivation level rising to Tier 7 of the Saint Martial realm. His entire body seethed with power, and his eyes were as bright as stars.


Crack! Just when all the energy in Wanhe Peiluo was almost absorbed, Wang Chong's Stellar Energy surged in and shattered all of Wanhe Peiluo's meridians and snapped his neck.


"Take him away! Give him a somewhat decent burial. Write down his achievements, and also write that he died because he betrayed the Great Tang."


Wang Chong slowly put down Wanhe Peiluo's body and waved behind him.


After all, Wanhe Peiluo had worked with the Anxi Protectorate army for many years, and Gao Xianzhi and the others were probably unwilling to confront his death. In the end, Wang Chong would have to be the one to wrap things up.


"Yes! Lord Marquis, your subordinate will do so!"


Xue Qianjun accepted the order and quickly took Wanhe Peiluo's body away.


Once Xue Qianjun was gone, Gao Xianzhi finally turned his head and said sincerely, "Thank you!"


A traitor did not deserve a decent burial. That Wang Chong had been willing to have his accomplishments inscribed on his tombstone was clearly for the sake of the Anxi Protectorate army.


Wang Chong only gave a nod.


"Lord Protector-General, Wanhe Peiluo is dead, but what about these people?"


The Vice Protector-General of the Anxi Protectorate army, Cheng Qianli, voiced a question, immediately becoming the center of attention. Wang Chong turned and saw that Cheng Qianli was standing in front of the gate of Talas like a warrior forged from steel. In his hand, he held that Karluk captain called Guli, with the other captured Karluk officers around him.


While Wang Chong and Gao Xianzhi had been dealing with Wanhe Peiluo, Cheng Qianli had led his own men in arresting Wanhe Peiluo's subordinates. Cheng Qianli was a peak Brigadier General, able to easily capture these Karluk subordinates. Guli and the others hadn't even had a chance to send any messages into the city.


As Cheng Qianli stood with the captured Karluks, all was silent, everyone staring at Guli and the other Karluk officers.


Wanhe Peiluo was dead, but his subordinates remained. How to deal with those Karluks who had not gotten the message and still not turned traitor remained a very large problem.


Fortunately, Cheng Qianli had reacted quickly and stopped the Karluk officers, or else the city would probably be in a state of complete mayhem.


"Lord Protector-General, how many Karluks are there within the city?" Wang Chong suddenly asked.


"There are still around fifteen thousand Karluks in the city," Gao Xianzhi said.


"Then don't they outnumber the Anxi Protectorate army?"


Wang Chong frowned. Gao Xianzhi's tactics could not be called completely wrong. He used his elite Anxi Protectorate army as the vanguard to break any points of resistance while the Karluks and other mercenaries followed up in the rear. In an advantageous situation, there was no problem with this sort of tactic, but the problems quickly became evident once one encountered a strong foe.


Fifteen thousand Karluk mercenaries was a force larger than the Anxi Protectorate army. If they were to revolt, the consequences would be too gruesome to imagine. The Anxi Protectorate army in its current state would never be able to suppress them.


"This isn't the only thing we have to worry about. When the Anxi Protectorate army set out, it didn't just hire the Karluks. We also hired mercenaries from Ferghana. If the Arabs managed to find the Karluks and bribe Wanhe Peiluo, they also could have bribed others, the Ferghanans included," Cheng Qianli noted.


The Anxi Protectorate army had two mercenary allies: the Karluks and Ferghanans. If the Karluks could be traitors, so could the Ferghanans, and while the Anxi Protectorate army might barely manage to deal with the Karluks, if the Ferghanans had also been bribed, it would truly be in danger.


Gao Xianzhi said nothing, but his thick brows began to deeply crease. It was clear that he was also worried by this problem.


As the saying went, 'once bitten, twice shy'. Although everyone around the city gate appeared calm, the betrayal of the Karluks had given them an unprecedented blow. Now that something they had trusted so deeply had been toppled, they couldn't help but be suspicious.


"Haha, if that's what you're worried about, there's no need for such concern."


Wang Chong gave a careless grin. He could understand the mindset of the Anxi generals, but a betrayal from the Ferghanans was truly just an imagined fear. Wang Chong couldn't give such a firm guarantee for any other tribes, but the Ferghanans were truly the Great Tang's staunchest allies. This was because Wang Chong clearly remembered that when Gao Xianzhi's troops withdrew from Talas in his last life, the Ferghanans had retreated from the battlefield with them.


Moreover, the large number of Ferghanans retreating had blocked up the path through the Baishi Mountains, leading the Invincible Great General Li Siye to kill no small number of them, cleaving them in two together with their horses. At the time, the sudden defection of the Karluks had given such a heavy shock to the Tang that they viewed the other Hu with unprecedented distrust and doubt.


On that battlefield, only the Karluks had not fled the field. Since the Ferghanans had fled with the Tang, it was obvious that they had not turned traitor and colluded with the Arabs. Events afterward proved that the Ferghanans were innocent, as they were constantly suppressed by the Arabs after the Battle of Talas.


The Karluks had envied them, so they had done all in their power to disgrace them.


But the Ferghanans had managed to endure it all, and when Fifth Prince Li Heng took the throne, he re-established the relationship, allowing the Tang and Ferghanans to fight side by side once more.


The Karluks had made the Anxi Protectorate army doubt everyone, but in Wang Chong's view, this was completely unnecessary.


"Protector-General Wang?"


Cheng Qianli and the other Anxi officers all turned to Wang Chong in shock.


"For what reason is Lord Protector-General so sure?"


Dispelling any doubts about the Ferghanans and other mercenaries was currently of utmost importance to the Anxi Protectorate army. In order to fight abroad, internal problems had to be pacified. The Arabs still had around 240,000 soldiers lurking, and if these mercenaries could not be cleared of doubt, the entire Tang army would be in grave danger. It could be betrayed at any moment, a fatal threat hanging over its head.


Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli, as commanders of the Anxi Protectorate army, had spent too long with these mercenaries to determine if they could be trusted or not. Wang Chong was an outsider, so for him to speak up for the Ferghanans was completely fine.


But they found his confidence a little strange.


"Heh."


As if long already knowing what they were thinking, Wang Chong faintly chuckled and stepped forward, a confident smile on his lips.


"This isn't a hard thing to guess. If the Arabs want to sow dissension, they only need to bribe the largest group of mercenaries. Bribing the other mercenary groups might seem even safer, but the more they bribe, the more they risk the entire matter being exposed. The Arabs wouldn't do such a foolish thing. Besides, bribing the Karluks alone cost them ten chests stuffed with luxuries like pearls, agate, jade, and jewels. Even if the Arabian Empire is the richest in the world, not even they would have that much money to spread around."


"Lord Protector-General speaks reason. If the Arabs had bribed so many, we would have long since received news about it and the Karluks would not have guarded the secret so carefully!"


The Anxi generals all nodded in response to Wang Chong's explanation, their expressions relaxing. Although Wang Chong was an outsider who didn't understand the situation of the Anxi Protectorate army, his analysis was within the bounds of reason.


"…In truth, there's another reason."


Wang Chong paused for a moment, a bright light flashing in his eyes.


"In this Battle of Talas, I only seized the people of the Karluk Tribe. The battle has been so intense that if the Arabs had bribed any of the other mercenaries, Talas would have already fallen, as none of those bribed mercenaries would have remained quiet for so long. Moreover, this incident with Wanhe Peiluo has lasted for so long, but the Ferghanans and the other mercenaries have not shown any reaction. This alone is enough to see that there's nothing going on there."


"Protector-General Wang's words are reasonable. Qianli, go and take care of it. Explain the whole story and comfort the soldiers," Gao Xianzhi finally ordered. "In addition, Protector-General Wang, do you have any opinions on what should be done with these Karluk warriors?"


Gao Xianzhi was not someone who had no ideas of his own, but that he would ask for Wang Chong's opinions showed that Wang Chong's actions had left an incredibly deep impression on him. At the very least, Wang Chong's words held some weight in Gao Xianzhi's mind. But one only had to remember that it wasn't too long ago that Gao Xianzhi would snort in contempt at Wang Chong to see just how impressive Wang Chong's abilities were.


"Fifteen thousand people, huh? Killing them will take quite some effort…" Wang Chong indifferently said.


At these words, Wanhe Peiluo's subordinates felt their hearts leap into their throat, and their faces turned ghastly pale.


"But they're still a rather formidable fighting force. If these fellows know how to behave and can cooperate, perhaps we can leave them their lives!"


Wang Chong held his hands behind him as he shot an extremely subtle glance at the Karluks.
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"Wait a moment! Milords, betraying the Great Tang was Wanhe Peiluo's will, a result of his greed for power and wealth. It has nothing to do with anyone else. Please, Milords, give us a chance. Our Karluk Tribe is willing to fight to the death for the Great Tang, battling the Arabs until the very end!!"


The Karluk captain Guli kneeled on the ground, his face pale as he spoke.


These words immediately silenced the area.


Gao Xianzhi placed his hands behind him and closed his eyes, making it impossible to tell what he was thinking. Meanwhile, Cheng Qianli and the other officers of the Anxi Protectorate army turned to Wang Chong. Wang Chong had been the one to discover the Karluk scheme, and by closing his eyes, Gao Xianzhi was clearly passing authority on this matter to Wang Chong.


In addition, the Anxi Protectorate army was emotionally too close to the Karluks, so it was not very appropriate for them to handle this matter. In contrast, Wang Chong had no relationship with the Karluks and did not stand to gain or lose, allowing him to make an objective decision.


"Hmph, can I believe you?"


"After doing this, are the Karluks still worth trusting?"


Guli lowered his head and said through clenched teeth, "Milord, please give us another chance. I know that it will be very difficult for you to trust us, but I swear to the god of the tribe who dwells above the Nine Heavens that our Karluk Tribe will never betray the Great Tang. In addition, are not the people of the tribe in Milord's hands? If we Karluks show the slightest hint of betrayal, Milord does not need to act with mercy and can kill them all! Our wives and children are all in Milord's hands. Milord can be sure that we will not dare to act rashly!"


Wanhe Peiluo was dead and the trend was irreversible. Guli understood well the principle of 'winner takes all', and that the lives of all the people in his tribe and the fifteen thousand warriors in the city rested on his words as well as the decisions of this youthful Protector-General.


With a single order, this youth could bring an end to the illustrious Karluks, wiping them and their more than one thousand years of history from the face of the Western Regions.


Wang Chong said nothing, nor did anyone else. It was so quiet that one could hear a pin drop.


Guli, Guduo, and the other Karluk officers all silently kneeled, a nervous tension in the air as beads of sweat began to emerge from their foreheads. Life and death could be decided in an instant. With the shake of a head from this Qixi Protector-General, all their heads would be rolling on the ground.


The Karluks had always been fierce, as they otherwise would not have become allies of the Anxi Protectorate army. But these veterans of many battles were now nervously trembling in unease.


"Hmph!"


Wang Chong noted their reactions and gave a cold laugh. He turned to glance at Vice Protector-General Cheng Qianli, who hesitated a moment before giving a nod. Wang Chong then turned to the nearby Gao Xianzhi. Gao Xianzhi neither shook his head nor nodded, but the expression in his now-open eyes conveyed his answer.


"Count yourselves lucky!" Wang Chong said with a frigid smile.


Whoosh! The Karluk officers immediately exhaled and relaxed as if freed of a great burden. In that moment, the tens of thousands of Karluks had escaped the clutches of death. Not even in all their battles had they ever been in such danger.


There had been no clanging swords and sabers, no killing intent or gruesome carnage, but it had been dangerous all the same!


"Guli, don't get too happy! No one can tolerate betrayal," Cheng Qianli sternly warned as he loosened Guli's restraints. "Temporarily overlooking this doesn't mean forgiveness. The Karluk Tribe… I never once imagined that you would actually betray us."


Guli did not retort, his heart bursting with shame.


"General, be at ease. There will not be a next time. On the battlefield, we will prove to Milord that the Karluks are worthy of your trust."


"I hope that is the case."


……


Cheng Qianli, Guli, and the other Karluk officers quickly departed. Wanhe Peiluo was dead, and the fifteen thousand Karluk warriors in the city needed to be taken care of. All Wang Chong could do was dispatch eight thousand elite Qixi soldiers into the city to help maintain order.


In addition, Chen Bin and his three thousand ballista teams were dispatched into the city. The strength of these ballistae would be enough to exterminate the Karluks in a few seconds. If Guli dared to have any other ideas, he would truly be seeking his own death.


After watching Cheng Qianli leave, Wang Chong finally turned to Gao Xianzhi and worriedly asked, "Lord Protector-General, how are your injuries?"


Gao Xianzhi was currently in an awful state. Two months of bitter fighting had left his armor in tatters, his body covered in wounds, and his strength greatly exhausted. In the fight against Wanhe Peiluo, Wang Chong could sense that while Gao Xianzhi remained powerful, he could only command around sixty percent of his peak strength.


The Battle of Talas was no small affair, and the only true individual at the Great General level in the more than one hundred thousand soldiers of the Great Tang was Gao Xianzhi, with not even Wang Chong counting. Gao Xianzhi's status was linked directly to the outcome of the battle.


"Decent. I can hold on. Abu Muslim probably isn't doing much better!"


Gao Xianzhi seemed to understand what Wang Chong was worried about.


Gao Xianzhi was an Imperial Great General, one of the supreme existences in the world. Only one person could shatter his armor and beat him into such a state: Abbasid Governor of the East, Abu Muslim.


Wang Chong chuckled as he took out a box and handed it over.


Gao Xianzhi frowned as he asked, "What is this?"


"These are some medicines that I obtained in the capital. They can help Lord Protector-General recover some energy and treat your wounds. Milord, please take them," Wang Chong said with a smile.


Gao Xianzhi glanced at Wang Chong in surprise. Wang Chong's preparations had been much more meticulous and encompassed far more than he had imagined, even including minor details like this.


"My thanks."


Gao Xianzhi hesitated a moment before taking the box. Taking out the largest pill, a silver-white one, he swallowed it with a single gulp.


Wang Chong gave a mental nod of approval. With the battle imminent, Gao Xianzhi's recovery was of utmost importance. Gao Xianzhi clearly understood this, so he had not argued.


"Milord fought with Abu Muslim for two months. What impressions does Milord have of the Arab commander-in-chief?" Wang Chong asked.


"Cunning, cautious, unyielding, persistent!"


Gao Xianzhi immediately spoke these four words.


Buzz!


This evaluation immediately caused Wang Chong to furrow his brow. He knew that Gao Xianzhi's assessment of Abu Muslim was certain to be high, but not this high. Gao Xianzhi had said those words without even thinking.


It was clear that the Arab commander-in-chief had left a very deep impression on Gao Xianzhi in these last two months, so deep that Gao Xianzhi could immediately speak these four words. When these four words were used to describe ordinary people, they might have negative connotations, but when used for an enemy commander, they represented an extremely high evaluation.


There was no doubt that Abu Muslim was an extremely formidable and difficult opponent.


Gao Xianzhi turned to Wang Chong and solemnly said, "Wang Chong, when clashing with Abu Muslim, you absolutely cannot be careless. Otherwise, a single mistake will lead to more and more, and you probably understand what the final result will be!"


This was the first time Wang Chong had seen such a serious look on Gao Xianzhi's face.


"Understood."


Wang Chong gave a stern nod, but he quickly began to smile.


"But no matter how crafty and cunning he is, with me here, he won't get a chance. The Arabs are truly very powerful. Unfortunately, they shouldn't have made enemies of the Great Tang!"


Wang Chong spoke these words with a relaxed and persuasive tone.


Wang Chong was not Gao Xianzhi, and he was certainly no Fumeng Lingcha. He was the strongest War Saint in the history of the Central Plains. No matter how powerful Abu Muslim was, he should have never tried to provoke the Great Tang, much less Wang Chong. In Wang Chong's eyes, all of Abu Muslim's tricks were just child's play with zero chance of success.


Gao Xianzhi was at first stunned by this declaration, but he also soon broke into a smile.


"You are absolutely correct. He shouldn't have made an enemy of the Great Tang!"


One Gao Xianzhi had held a vast Arab army of hundreds of thousands at Talas for two months, and now with Wang Chong adding more than one hundred thousand soldiers to the defense, Abu Muslim's chances of victory were even lower.


Gao Xianzhi soon left to attend to his duties. Talas still had several thousand wounded of the Anxi Protectorate army, and he also needed to preside over the Karluks and the Anxi Protectorate army. And while Wang Chong was not bringing his army into the city, a large amount of livestock, food, and armaments was being brought behind the walls.


Only the Karluks were left outside the city, guarded by the army.


"Lord Marquis…"


With Gao Xianzhi entering the city and all the other Anxi officers having taken their leave, Xue Qianjun finally walked up to Wang Chong and whispered, "Why were you so sure that Wanhe Peiluo would move the moment he saw that Arab emissary? If Wanhe Peiluo and Lord Gao Xianzhi had realized that the Arab was a fake, wouldn't the entire matter have been exposed?"


Xue Qianjun's voice was extremely soft, but the information it contained was absolutely jaw-dropping. That Arab with his face covered that had thrown Wanhe Peiluo's mind into chaos and caused him to start his revolt early had actually been a fake! If Wanhe Peiluo were to find out the truth, he would probably resurrect through sheer anger.


Xue Qianjun had maintained a composed expression as he brought over the Arab emissary, but he was mentally a wreck. No one else knew the face of this 'Arab emissary', but if Wanhe Peiluo had waited just a little longer or torn off the cover to reveal the face of this man to the assembled officers of the Anxi Protectorate army, the scene would have been exceptionally awkward.


All of Wang Chong's efforts would have evaporated into nothing.
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"Hahah, truth mingles with the false and the false mingles with the truth. As long as nine pieces of evidence in ten are true, no one will care if the last one is true or false. Wanhe Peiluo had a guilty conscience and confessed of his own will. No one cares now if the Arab emissary was real or fake."


"But what if he really had been exposed?"


Although he knew that this question wasn't proper, Xue Qianjun still couldn't help but ask it. He had been holding back this question for quite some time, and it had been scratching at his mind so much that he just had to voice it to satisfy himself, even if he had to be punished by military law.


"Then we would have truly done him an injustice," Wang Chong indifferently said.


"Ah!"


Xue Qianjun was dumbfounded, his mouth wide open.


Wang Chong grinned, shot a glance at Xue Qianjun, and then left with a wave of his sleeve.


Xue Qianjun stood there in a daze for a while, but then he suddenly understood and began to smile. Treating him unjustly? The marquis had just been joking with him!


Lord Marquis's thoughts truly are hard to fathom!


With this thought, Xue Qianjun quickly ran to catch up.


……


As darkness slowly descended, everything continued to proceed in an orderly fashion.


"Chong-er, there's something not right about this."


While Wang Chong was patrolling the area, his father Wang Yan and big brother Wang Fu suddenly walked out from the army. Wang Yan had his brow deeply furrowed in concern.


"The Arabs have still shown no signs of movement. This is definitely not normal."


"In the last battle, they lost around eighty or ninety thousand soldiers, but the majority of this was infantry, with only around twenty percent being cavalry. Their primary force of more than two hundred thousand cavalry was largely unaffected. They’re completely capable of launching a counterattack, and for them to remain calm for so long is definitely not normal," Wang Fu agreed.


Wang Fu was wearing black armor, his posture erect and his aura imposing. Despite his youth, he was a battlefield veteran with an extremely sensitive intuition.


Wang Chong said nothing, only turned his head, looking past the ranks of the Tang army. Over there, the sea of Arab cavalry had formed an enormous arc that was neither close nor far from the Tang lines, creating a stalemate. Wang Chong had seized Wanhe Peiluo, assisted Gao Xianzhi in dealing with the Karluks, and then had all his supply carriages enter the city, but in this entire process, the Arabs had been abnormally quiet, showing no signs of attacking.


"Heh, when things are abnormal, evil must be at work. The Arabs have always been fierce and combative, seeking revenge for even the smallest of slights. For them to be so patient isn't like them at all. If I'm right, they should be waiting for someone."


Wang Chong grinned, immediately understanding what was going on.


"Waiting for someone? Who?!"


Both Wang Yan and Wang Fu immediately exchanged glances of surprise. The two had only thought that the Arabs had been acting a little strange, but they had never expected Wang Chong to so confidently declare that they were waiting for someone.


"I don't know, but we should find out very soon!"


Wang Chong shook his head and waved his hand behind him.


"Zhang Que, increase the range of patrols, and no matter what happens, I need it reported to me as soon as possible."


"Yes! Your subordinate understands."


From the rear came Zhang Que's voice, and then the sounds of him swiftly striding away.


……


While Wang Chong was leading the Qixi Protectorate army in setting up defenses around Talas, to the east of the Cong Mountains, in the Western Regions, something was going on around Shule, one of the Four Garrisons of Anxi.


A family was sleeping in their home. The man of the house was sleeping on the outside edge of the bed, the wife sleeping on the inside edge, and a child of three or four was sleeping between them.


The Battle of Talas had concentrated hundreds of thousands of soldiers of the empires of the east and west. The air was fraught with tension, the scent of danger rising up, causing even the usually bustling Four Garrisons of Anxi to be almost deserted. The people who remained at a time like this were few, and almost all because they could not leave.


Buzz!


Suddenly, the bed shook two times. The husband frowned in a daze and shouted, "Su He, stop moving around."


The child haphazardly snatched at the air, pressing up against the still-drowsy wife as they replied in a mumble, "A-Da, I wasn't."


The room fell silent once more, but then the bed was given another jolt, even larger than the last. This time, even the wife was a little angry.


"Su He, stop being naughty. Don't move around when sleeping."


"A-Ma, it really wasn't me," he child whined.


As the child spoke, the bed shook once more, shuddering so fiercely that even the husband and wife felt that something was wrong. A child could never jolt the bed so hard.


"What's going on? An earthquake?"


The wife was somewhat scared now. At this moment, the neigh of a horse came from out of the black night. The husband paled and immediately shushed his family, causing the room to fall silent. The wife sensed something and huddled with the child in the corner of the room, their bodies trembling in fear.


Rumble!


The shuddering of the earth only increased in intensity, causing the entire house to shake. Mixed into this trembling was the stamping of hooves, thunderously echoing through the night sky. The husband trembled, hesitating a moment before rushing to the window and opening it a crack. After taking a single glance outside, he went pale and shrank back into the corner as if he had been struck by a heavy blow.


Breee! The whinnying of a horse came from outside the window, and a faint light leaked through. A short while later, the massive silhouette of a horse was cast against the window. As the three members of this household looked at this silhouette in terror, a somewhat hoarse voice came from outside.


"In front of us is Suiye, where the Anxi Protectorate headquarters is currently stationed. Gao Xianzhi took ninety percent of the soldiers to Talas with him, leaving behind Feng Changqing and only a few thousand soldiers there. Should we exterminate them while passing through?" the hoarse voice asked in the flickering light.


After a few moments of silence, another voice responded, this one extremely scholarly and refined. "That's not necessary. Duwu Sili is coming from the east. The Turkic army he's leading is setting out from Kucha, which is even closer. Let's leave Feng Changqing and the remaining soldiers of the Anxi Protectorate army to him."


"What I'm worried about the most is the Arabs." At this moment, another loud voice rang out, and a muscular horse trotted up to cast its silhouette on the window as well. "There are more than three hundred thousand Arab soldiers outside Talas, and the Arabs have always been a pugnacious people, much more combative than we are. I originally believed that the Arabs could rely on their overwhelming numbers to easily deal with that mixed foreigner and Han army of more than one hundred thousand soldiers, but I didn't think that the Qixi Protectorate army would win."


The three family members in the room had almost stopped breathing. They hugged each other, so scared that they were unable to speak.


"Ha, relax. Abu Muslim won't lose that easily! How could the Governor of the East for the Arabian Empire possibly be defeated so quickly? Besides, the Arabs still have their main force. This battle is far from over," the refined voice said with assurance. "In addition, I've received Abu Muslim's reply. He's ready to wait until all of us arrive so that all three of us can combine and exterminate the Tang army.


"Talas is not the southwest, and Abu Muslim is no Geluofeng. In this battle, both the Anxi Protectorate army and the Qixi Protectorate army will have no chance of survival! If that Tang really can survive all this, then he can truly be called a 'War Saint'!"


The conversation suddenly stopped. The two other figures said nothing, but they both nodded.


The hoarse voice from before spoke, a hint of expectation in his voice. "Speed is paramount in war. Our greatest advantage right now is that neither he nor the Qixi Protectorate army know that we've already set out. Their attention is on the Arabs right now, so as long as we can keep out of sight of their scouts, we can catch him unawares in a sneak attack."


"Mm, but don't get too careless," the third loud voice said. "The Qixi Protectorate army has an eagle team that always dispatches birds to watch the perimeter on each expedition. In this period of time, even though we've traveled only by night, if we get seen by those birds, we won't be able to launch any sneak attack."


"Hahah, it's just some birds. There's no need to worry that much. I've taken care of everything. He won't get a chance to notice us," the refined voice confidently proclaimed.


"Hyah!"


With these final words, the three men urged their horses on and galloped away.


Within the house, the family of three took in a deep breath as if they had just escaped death.


……


While everyone's attention was on the war in Talas, a force of thousands upon thousands of warhorses surged past Shule and Kucha. One of these forces entered Suiye while the other detoured around it and traveled a secretive path, crossing the Cong Mountains with astonishing speed and advancing toward Talas.


Rumble! The earth quaked and dust soared into the starry sky as thousands of horses galloped.


Although the sky was still dark, daybreak was getting closer and closer.


"Great Minister, in front of us is the Baishi Mountains. Talas is only fifty to sixty li away."


A horseman galloped to the rear of the army, stopping in front of a tall and slender figure.


In front of this horseman stood three figures, the tall and slender one in the middle dressed in a scholarly robe, his bearing graceful. Most distinguishing of all were his narrow eyes, bursting with a sharp light that seemed capable of seeing through all the secrets of the world. This was Dalun Ruozan, who had emerged from the prison of Ü-Tsang's royal capital washed free of all attachments.


This Dalun Ruozan who had exchanged his prison garments for a scholarly robe lacked some of the confidence and grace that he had in the southwest, replaced with a sharpness that came from experiencing a storm. A white bag hung from his saddle, the handle of a fan poking out from it. This handle seemed a little shabby and old, but from its shape, one could recognize it as that feather fan that never left his side.


Ever since he had come out from the prison, Dalun Ruozan had put this fan away and exchanged it for a sword.


Buzz!


Dalun Ruozan made a gesture with his hand, and the army immediately stopped. Both Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje turned to him.


"Bring out the map!" Dalun Ruozan suddenly ordered.


Buzz! A red-armored Tibetan guard rode over, taking from his back a metal tube decorated with simple and elegant designs. From this, he extracted a yellowing map made from cloth and handed it over.
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Fwoomp!


Dalun Ruozan immediately unfurled the map. On the side, a Tibetan horseman approached with a lit torch. The bright light revealed countless contours on the map that outlined the entirety of the Western Regions: the Tibetan Plateau, the Western Turkic Khaganate, and even Suiye, the majestic Cong Mountains, and the distant city of Talas.


'Map of the Continent'!


These were the words, written in Tibetan, on the top of the map.


This detailed map thoroughly outlined all the various factions around the Western Regions. Such a map was essentially priceless, and not even Wang Chong had a comparable map. He had used several maps in an attempt to create one, but all he had been able to get was a general model of the area around Talas, as he was unable to gather much information on the rest of the region.


But it wasn't just Talas on this map of Dalun Ruozan's. Even the Arabian Empire was present on this map, similarly in astonishing detail. There was also that secret path next to Suiye.


If Wang Chong were to see this map, he would assuredly be stunned.


Because such a map was exactly what he so ardently desired!


This map of the continent was the result of the Ü-Tsang Empire battling for hundreds of years with the various powers of the Western Regions. Unlike the Great Tang, the Western Regions had always been within the bounds of the Ü-Tsang Empire's power, which served as an impetus to create this map.


Across the entire world, this was the only such detailed map of the continent!


"Talas!"


Dalun Ruozan lowered his head, his wise and bright eyes immediately locking onto that prominent symbol upon the map.


"Fifty-three li is exactly the limit of Tang patrols. The Great Tang eagle team should be showing up about now. It's about time. Begin!"


"Yes, Great Minister!"


Dalun Ruozan had barely spoken when a voice came from the shadows behind him. Thundering hooves rang out in the air as a heavily-armored general rode off. It wasn't possible to make out his face in the light of the torches as he vanished toward the rear of the army.


In the darkness, Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje exchanged glances. They noticed the confusion in each other's eyes, but neither of them asked any questions.


Time slowly passed, and then the silence was shattered by the clattering of metal from the rear of the army. The darkness made it impossible to see anything clearly, but objects seemed to be flying out of metal baskets in twos and threes. The sound lasted for a very long time and was accompanied by fierce gusts of wind.


No one understood what was happening, and even Huoshu Huicang, Dalun Ruozan's closest confidant, had a confused look on his face.


Although Dalun Ruozan executed the vast majority of his plans through Huoshu Huicang, some remained a mystery. In his months in the prison, Dalun Ruozan had met many people, and not even Huoshu Huicang knew what had been discussed or ordered in those conversations.


Caw!


At the height of their confusion, all the soldiers suddenly heard sounds like those of crying infants from the sky. This abnormal noise, a cross between crying and shouting, gave all of them a fright.


One of the Tibetan soldiers looked up at the sky and shouted, "Look, look over there!"


Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje both turned their heads skyward. In the sky hung a full moon, dispelling the surrounding darkness. The moment the pair looked up, they clearly saw a massive silhouette unfurl a pair of wings and fly past the moon.


Even though it was rather far, that unique flying stance and those wings were enough for the pair to immediately recognize what it was.


Vultures!


These were the vultures that could be found all over the Tibetan Plateau. During a Tibetan sky burial, the Tibetans did not bury or burn the bodies of the dead, instead feeding these corpses to the fierce vultures of the plateau, regarding this as an extremely high honor. But though these vultures were extremely commonplace on the plateau, they were very rare to the west of the Cong Mountains.


Both Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje were amazed to see this vulture fly past the moon, but this amazement was swiftly superseded by an extreme shock.


Cawcaw!


More and more vulture cries came out of the darkness, as the passing of the first vulture was quickly followed by the beating of many wings in the darkness. As Huoshu Huicang, Dusong Mangpoje, and the thousands of Tibetan cavalry watched, a flock of vultures flew past like a dark cloud, blocking out the moon.


In a flash, the world seemed to dim, and the countless soldiers were plunged into darkness.


And then silence, absolute silence!


None of the soldiers could speak as they stared in astonishment at the vultures. Even Imperial Great Generals Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje were dumbfounded. The Ü-Tsang Empire had never placed much importance on military birds, devoting most of its resources to training cavalry.


The pair had never imagined that while still in prison, Dalun Ruozan had managed to train such a large force of vultures in secret.


"One must learn from their mistakes. Did none of you notice anything in the battle of the triangular gap? Teams of birds are growing more and more important in this era. At the very least… that person has been using them in ever more important roles. If we can't defeat him, then we can at least imitate him," Dalun Ruozan indifferently said, his calm voice ringing in the darkness.


"Let's go."


Dalun Ruozan urged his horse onward, riding out from between the other two.


"Move out!"


With Dalun Ruozan's order, the thousands of Tibetan cavalry galloped off, protected by the vast flock of vultures. Several li went by in mere moments.


Creee!


In the distance, a patrolling rock eagle was drawing a massive arc in the sky. It had seen the vast flood of steel on the horizon and was just about to turn back. Suddenly, caw! A strange cry could be heard in the sky, and before the rock eagle could return to relay any information, countless vultures rained a barrage of attacks down upon it.


With a shrill cry, the rock eagle was torn into shreds, black feathers drifting down from the sky.


"Let's go!"


A Tibetan officer, his eyes bright, waved his hand, not even glancing at the carnage above, and thousands of Tibetan cavalry immediately traveled through the area being patrolled by the rock eagle. In the air, the flock of vultures continued to fly forward like a flowing black ribbon.


Creee! Several li away, they encountered the second line of defense, two rock eagles flying back and forth. The vulture flock struck, tearing this line of defense into shreds. And then there was a third, a fourth… In the span of ten-some li, the vultures ran into seven or eight lines of Great Tang defense.


Each line of defense consisted of only one or two birds. Although they weren't numerous, each rock eagle was flying just high enough that they could clearly make out any activity on the ground and estimate the number of soldiers approaching.


Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje had originally felt that they held the advantage in coming unnoticed by the Tang. But these successive lines of defense had caused their hearts to slowly sink.


As if sensing what they were thinking, Dalun Ruozan began to speak, his voice serene and calming. "Have you finally noticed? This is his style, cautious to the smallest detail so that you don't have a single opportunity to exploit. The slightest sign of contempt, and he'll immediately discover you. In fighting against him, we have to go with all our power and not show any signs of carelessness."


"He's too careful. With this kind of defense, we'll find it very hard to get through without being noticed," Huoshu Huicang worriedly said.


"Yes, he's laid down far too many defense lines," Dusong Mangpoje agreed, a similar concern in his eyes.


It was very hard to believe that this fellow they were trying to deal with had merely been a youth with a weak grasp of martial arts in the war of the southwest. In this war, they seemed to be dealing with an entirely different person. Even though they had not even seen this youth, this scrupulous distribution of surveillance birds had caused even a Great General like Huoshu Huicang to feel an invisible pressure.


The Tang were far too powerful!


It was oft said that the Great Tang had lost itself in the decades of peace and prosperity, its people slackening and its fighting power waning, but even when Ü-Tsang had the most powerful army it had ever had, it suffered defeat after defeat to the Great Tang, and these were in situations where the Tibetans had the absolute advantage in numbers.


The forces of Ü-Tsang had been pushed to the limit, and that person's existence made every Tibetan, even those on the plateau, fraught with worry and unable to sleep.


This was why everyone had mobilized for this battle.


"Don't worry so much. Humans are bound to have flaws, and even he is no exception," Dalun Ruozan indifferently said. "…In addition, I've already understood exactly how he is distributing his birds."


Buzz!


At these words, Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje trembled, their fierce eyes brimming with shock as they pulled on the reins of their horses.


Dalun Ruozan merely smiled and elegantly pulled out the map to give it another look.
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Buzz!


With a wave of his sleeve, Dalun Ruozan sent out a wave of Stellar Energy, causing the map of the continent to float in the air. He placed a palm over the map and began to move his fingers, allowing the starlight to fall on the map through the space between his fingers.


Light and shadow began to shift on the map, and suddenly, countless points of light appeared upon it. These points of light were arranged according to some sort of pattern, floating over mountains, hills, and flatlands, all in the direction of Talas.


Dusong Mangpoje and the surrounding Tibetan generals were all astonished, with only Huoshu Huicang remaining unperturbed.


Dalun Ruozan was no expert of the Great General level. The Great Ministers of the empire spent most of their time on administrative manners, so most of them did not have a very high level of martial arts. But this did not mean that they were poor martial artists. Dalun Ruozan had exquisite control over Stellar Energy, not one bit inferior to Huoshu Huicang's.


"Do all of you see it? This is where the Tang have placed their defenses. Take the vulture force and eliminate them!" Dalun Ruozan calmly ordered, his voice suffused with a formidable confidence.


"Yes, Great Minister."


The six Tibetan officers responded with respectful tones and then began to carefully examine the points of light on the map, after which they set off. Caw! The air resounded with those startling cries as the flock of vultures followed.


Dusong Mangpoje slightly frowned as he stared at those points of light, a tinge of doubt in his eyes.


"Let's go! This isn't your first time working together with the Great Minister. You'll understand in the future!"


A large palm patted him on the shoulder as Huoshu Huicang gave Dusong Mangpoje a grin and then rode off. Dusong Mangpoje turned his head in a daze and realized that Dalun Ruozan had already put away the map and ridden away.


He's truly hard to predict!


Dusong Mangpoje looked up at the sky and sighed, a sense of relief washing over his mind.


The Dalun Ruozan that had emerged from prison was erratic and unconventional, his actions impossible to fathom. Dusong Mangpoje had never worked with this sort of Dalun Ruozan before, but he understood that this was a blessing, not a curse, for the Ü-Tsang Empire.


As for whether Dalun Ruozan's clever determinations were wrong or right, he would soon find out.


Caw!


The vultures flew through the night sky like ghosts while the Tibetan officers on the ground faithfully carried out Dalun Ruozan's plan. The flocks of vultures assaulted those points that had been marked on the map, and with shrill cry after cry, rock eagles plunged to the earth, their feathers slowly drifting down behind them.


Before these rock eagles even had a chance to flee, they were beset by the vultures and swiftly eliminated.


One, two, three, four…


The vultures opened up the path in the sky, allowing the tens of thousands of Tibetan cavalry on the ground to rapidly advance toward Talas.


Forty li, thirty-seven li, thirty li, twenty-five li…


The Tibetan army was getting closer and closer to Talas, with Dalun Ruozan's plan proving effective in keeping the Tang from noticing its approach. Most shocking of all was that Dalun Ruozan's judgment had been perfect. He had predicted every single point of the Tang defense.


Even Dusong Mangpoje could tell that Dalun Ruozan had found their weakness, accurately determining where the Tang had positioned their surveillance birds.


If this continues, we really might be able to launch a night raid on the Tang without them having a single chance to react, Dusong Mangpoje quietly said to himself.


In all his years battling with the Great Tang, Dusong Mangpoje had never had a plan proceed so smoothly. This time, he could be sure that the Tang would not have any time to react. Only twenty-five li remained and the Tibetans had still not been noticed—a truly impressive feat.


"There's just an hour left. We have plenty of time before daybreak. We just need to advance another ten li undetected to catch them completely unawares!"


Dalun Ruozan sat upon his Tibetan steed, his eyes twinkling as he looked to the east and mentally calculated. Daybreak was getting closer and closer, but the Tibetans still had a chance. The period closest to daybreak was precisely when people were most liable to let down their guard. If they could avoid detection by the Tang scouts and launch a raid at that time, they could deal a serious wound to the Tang.


"Pass on my order. All soldiers should dismount and wrap the hooves of their horses. In addition, leave behind the supply wagons and advance at full speed!"


Dalun Ruozan waved his hand and gave the order.


"Yes! Great Minister!"


A few moments later, the army was off once more, traveling at even faster speeds than before.


Twenty-four li!


Twenty-three li!


A flock of vultures lunged forward, wiping out the five or six rock eagles patrolling in the skies, and the scouts on the ground didn't even have a chance to send back any messages before being killed by the hundreds of Tibetan scouts. Twenty-two li, twenty-one li… The Tang defenses were growing more and more concentrated, and more and more scouts were present, but they were all wiped out under Dalun Ruozan's thunderous momentum.


At this moment, all the Tibetan cavalry, and even Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje, had nervous expressions on their faces. Even Dalun Ruozan had nothing more to say, his body pressing closer to the back of his horse, his rigid body and focused eyes displaying his extreme tension.


Twenty li, eighteen li…


Only a few li were left. As long as they could remain undiscovered for just a little longer, the Tibetans could launch a successful surprise attack.


"Faster!"


A nervous voice came out of the darkness. A group of rock eagles appeared in the sky, and a Tibetan general on the ground almost immediately gave the signal. The rock eagles in the sky seemed more vigilant than the previous rock eagles, and with a shrill cry, this group of five eagles immediately scattered.


In a flash, all the people on the ground felt their hearts leap to their throats, anxiety almost exploding out of their eyes.


Caw! The vultures quickly shot toward the fleeing rock eagles, and a battle began. According to the Great Minister's plans, this was the last Tang defense line for the next ten li. As long as they could break through this line, the Tibetans could get within fifteen li of Talas.


If they could silently get into this range, they could launch a perfect raid on the Tang.


Buzz!


All the Tibetan officers looked nervously up at the sky.


"They won't be able to escape!"


Dalun Ruozan calmly looked up at the sky, his body exuding a formidable self-confidence. He had spent ages preparing for today. He had personally formulated all the tactics used by these vultures and was confident that these rock eagles would have no chance to escape. As for the Tang scouts on the ground, he had already sent soldiers to get rid of them.


He had ordered Huoshu Huicang to train these elite scouts while he was still in prison, and he been supported in this project by generals from all the Royal Lineages. Each of these scouts was hand-picked and trained in hunting down and eliminating Tang scouts, each of them able to fight against ten times their number.


There had been no signals from the Tang forces, signifying that his force of scouts had succeeded in their task.


"One, two, three, four… five!" Dalun Ruozan counted off as he looked up at the skies. As if his words were magical, a rock eagle would plunge down with each number he counted. With the number 'five', an arrow shot into the air. Dusong Mangpoje, mounted upon his divine steed from the Great Snow Mountain, had loosed his bow, his arrow felling the final rock eagle.


"Success!"


As the last rock eagle plunged to the ground, a burst of cheers rose from the Tibetan army, and the various Tibetan officers clenched their fists in exultation.


They had finally succeeded!


After breaking through line after line of Tang defenses, they had finally broken through the last one. Now, the Tibetans needed to only travel a little longer before finally washing away their disgrace and dealing an unprecedented blow to the Tang. Together with the Arabs, they could eliminate the Anxi and Qixi Protectorate armies, forever altering the map of the Western Regions.


Four li silently went by, with only the light of the stars and the blowing of the wind to accompany their advance.


Dalun Ruozan carefully listened and then finally gave a contented nod, a sigh of relief escaping his lips. In an exchange with Wang Chong, one could not afford to be even the smallest bit careless. He had finally won a game with his opponent.


With the advantage in his hands, he could finally make his move. The Tibetans had finally won an exchange with the Great Tang!


"Move out!"


The Tibetan steed beneath him snorted out a white cloud of steam as Dalun Ruozan swung his hand down. Rumble! The tens of thousands of Tibetans exploded with killing intent, like a thawing river, as they began to charge.


Keekee!


But at this moment, a sharp cry came out of the darkness, a sound so soft that no one would notice unless one was listening closely. But when Dalun Ruozan heard this sound, his calm and assured expression immediately contorted as if a peal of thunder had exploded in his ears.


Buzz!


Dalun Ruozan fiercely raised his head, turning in the direction of the sound. Past thousands of warhorses and over the hills, Dalun Ruozan could clearly see a small sparrow on a tree branch in front of the Tibetan army taking off into the sky.


This sparrow was a common sight in the Western Regions, but the sight of this sparrow might as well have been a bolt out of the blue for Dalun Ruozan, and his complexion immediately paled.
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Fuck!


This was the only thought in Dalun Ruozan's mind as he watched that sparrow fly away.


Although sparrows were a common sight in the Western Regions, in the barren and rocky lands to the west of the Cong Mountains, they were extremely rare, as they simply couldn't find much food to eat. In addition, the weather was gradually chilling, and sparrows should not have been seen in this season.


Twang!


A massive boom rang through the air, a bowstring vibrated, and an arrow shot out from the rear, striking the sparrow with such tremendous force that it nailed the corpse to the ground. But Dalun Ruozan's complexion was little improved by this sight, because a tiny silhouette at the very edge of his vision had already vanished into the distance.


That had been a gray sparrow hawk.


While everyone had been focused on the five rock eagles in the air, that gray sparrow hawk had taken off from a distant tree branch. It had moved with such incredible speed that it was already out of their field of vision, and no arrow could reach it, much less vultures in the sky.


"I miscalculated!"


Dalun Ruozan closed his eyes and gave a deep sigh, the hands hidden in his sleeves slightly trembling.


In this invisible competition between him and Wang Chong, he had been constantly on the winning side. His thousands upon thousands of Tibetan soldiers had reached eighteen li from Talas without Wang Chong noticing, but little had he anticipated that when he was so close to victory, he would meet disaster at the hands of that sparrow hawk hidden on that tree branch.


In military patrols, birds were almost all in the air, as the higher they could fly, the more they could see. Very rarely did anybody place surveillance birds on the ground or on tree branches. Dalun Ruozan had accurately predicted where Wang Chong had placed his observation points, but he had not expected to completely lose on a point like this.


"Great Minister, what do we do?"


The people around him seemed to sense something and began to focus on Dalun Ruozan, and even Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje seemed rather unsettled. Never had they expected a single sparrow hawk to wreck their plans.


It was too late to stop the bird. A prepared and an unprepared Wang Chong were two completely different things, and there was no doubt that with the departure of that sparrow hawk, the Tibetans had been exposed.


The mood instantly turned grim.


"Great Minister, should we alter the plan? Should we continue to advance?" Huoshu Huicang probed.


Dalun Ruozan said nothing, his eyes constantly shifting and flickering so that it was impossible to tell what he was thinking.


After what seemed like both a second and like endless epochs, Dalun Ruozan finally chuckled and shook his head, breaking that stifling atmosphere.


"As expected of someone I've acknowledged. If we had really managed to remain undetected all the way to Talas, I would only feel more uneasy. Now, he can truly be considered our opponent. Since we've been discovered, we don't need to hide ourselves. Unfurl the banners, remove the muffling on the hooves. We will launch an open assault on Talas!"


"Yes! Great Minister!"


Rumble! The earth quaked and the heavens swayed. No longer attempting to hide their movements, the tens of thousands of horses of this Tibetan army churned up a great cloud of dust as they galloped toward Talas.


……


"Lord Marquis! It's bad!"


Meanwhile, outside Talas, in the early morning, Zhang Que rushed toward Wang Chong in panic.


"What's wrong?"


Wang Chong was currently with Wang Yan, Wang Fu, Li Siye, and the Gangke King, watching for any sign of activity from the Arabs. Seeing the look on Zhang Que's face, he slightly frowned.


His face pale beyond belief, Zhang Que kneeled on the ground and said, "Lord Marquis, it's a huge problem! An army of tens of thousands of soldiers has appeared in the rear. They're moving with incredible speed, and they managed to eliminate all our lookout posts, both open and hidden, and all our patrolling birds. They've already advanced to Talas's vicinity and are no less than ten li from us!"


"What!"


At Zhang Que's words, Wang Yan, Wang Fu, Li Siye, and the Gangke King all shuddered in surprise. They had been discussing the strategy for dealing with the Arabs just moments ago, but now, only silence could be heard.


To the east of Talas, across an open plain, more than two hundred thousand Arab elites and Governor of the East Abu Muslim were waiting like a hungry tiger. When all their attention had been focused on this powerful adversary, tens of thousands of enemy soldiers had suddenly appeared in the rear, a most lethal development.


The Great Tang was suddenly beset by enemies from the front and back, a massive taboo in the art of war!


It was so quiet that it was possible to hear a pin drop, and the air was instantly saturated with tension.


The kneeling Zhang Que was even worse off. Cold sweat drops as large as beans dripped from his forehead like a string of pearls, drenching his clothes. Perimeter patrols and noticing the approach of an enemy were Zhang Que's military duties. But this army of tens of thousands had advanced to such a close distance without him even noticing. This was an enormous dereliction of duty.


An army of tens of thousands!


The enemy had silently approached, and had even ambushed the scouts and patrolling birds, so their hostility was obvious. If Zhang Que's failure meant that the army was severely wounded by this enemy attack, he would never be able to forgive himself.


"Just what's going on here? Where did this enemy army come from? How could the Western Regions still have so many soldiers?"


The first to speak was Wang Yan, and his first reaction was disbelief.


Wang Chong had just arrived at Talas a day ago, so how could an army of tens of thousands appear in the rear? And without any sort of sign? This was too sudden!


"…Zhang Que, you are sure?"


Wang Yan stared at Zhang Que, and upon receiving a nod, his face instantly went taut.


The other generals also grimaced.


"Just how could this be possible? Did the Arabs bribe some of the other states of the Western Regions?" Wang Fu muttered, his expression incredibly grave.


If it were just one side against another, Wang Fu wouldn't care. Now, however, they had a tiger in the front and a wolf in the rear, placing the Qixi army in an extremely passive and disadvantageous position. The Battle of Talas was of utmost importance, its outcome deciding the fate of Anxi, Qixi, and the safety of Longxi and the capital. It was not a battle the Great Tang was allowed to lose.


"Impossible!"


Wang Fu had barely spoken when the Gangke King immediately rejected the idea.


"The Western Regions only has small states, and they could never gather up an army of tens of thousands. Moreover, it's still not confirmed who will win between the Great Tang and Arabia. The kingdoms of the Western Regions would not have the courage to intervene. A war between an elephant and a lion is not something they can enter."


'Elephant and lion' was how the kingdoms of the Western Regions regarded this war between the Great Tang and Arabia. Anyone who got swept up in this war would be crushed and pulverized. The wisest move was to remain uninvolved and far away, which was exactly what the kingdoms of the Western Regions were doing.


The Gangke King would never believe that any of those small states would be this suicidal!


"But we've cleared the northern region of Ü-Tsang of soldiers, and they have no more troops to send, and Lord Marquis also killed the Black Wolf Yabgu Agudu Lan. There are no longer any soldiers on the borders, and if it's not the kingdoms of the Western Regions, who else could it be? Just which faction could muster an army of tens of thousands?" Li Siye added in his assessment, his expression just as grim as everyone else's.


There were currently two large concentrations of soldiers in the Western Regions. One belonged to Arabia, and the other belonged to the Great Tang. A third great power could not manifest out of thin air. The strangest thing of all was that this large force was only ten li from Talas. It could arrive at any time, but they still didn't know which faction this army belonged to.


They had never encountered such a situation before!


"There's no need to ponder. It's definitely Ü-Tsang and the Western Turkic Khaganate!" Wang Chong's voice suddenly rang in everyone's ears as he gazed at the distant Arab army. "…In all the Western Regions, only they could make Abu Muslim and his army of hundreds of thousands wait!"


Wang Chong's voice was not loud, but his eyes blazed with an insightful fire and he exuded a persuasive aura. In a flash, everyone was staring in astonishment at Wang Chong, speechless.


"But, Lord Marquis, didn't we sign an armistice with the Western Turks?" Li Siye sternly replied.


"Treaties are made to be broken. We've signed so many treaties with Ü-Tsang, but didn't the Tibetans break them all the same?" Wang Chong calmly replied. At a perilous time like this, only he was capable of remaining so composed.


"In the Battle of Talas, the Great Tang and Arabia have mobilized all their forces. Qixi and Anxi are both empty of soldiers. It would be far stranger if Ü-Tsang and the Western Turks did nothing. The treaty Ishbara Khagan signed with us was only meant to make us let down our guard. Zhang Que, continue observing!"


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Zhang Que immediately left.


But he quickly returned with another report.


"Lord Marquis, the enemy in the rear consists of more than seventy thousand soldiers, all Tibetan cavalry. They've made no attempts to conceal themselves and are flying the flag of Ü-Tsang. In addition…"


Zhang Que paused for a moment, shooting a glance at Wang Chong.


"In addition, besides the war banner of Ü-Tsang, we've also noticed a Tibetan war banner depicting a white yak on a black background!"


Buzz!


The Gangke King had no reaction to these words, but Wang Yan, Wang Fu, and Li Siye all paled, and even Wang Chong couldn't help but raise a brow. Only one faction on the plateau used the banner of a white yak: the Ngari Royal Lineage!
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"What's going on here? Didn't we already vanquish the Ngari Royal Lineage? How could there be another black banner showing a white yak?"


A muttered question immediately voiced the thoughts on everyone's mind.


Chen Bin had also been one of the participants in the war of the southwest. That had been a vicious war, almost completely wiping out the Annan Protectorate army. In the end, Wang Chong had managed to turn the tides and defeat the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. Dalun Ruozan had gone back to the plateau with only ten thousand cavalry, and the entire Ngari Royal Lineage had been overrun by Wang Chong's plague, all the cows and sheep dying, the resulting famine rendering the domain almost completely deserted.


He heard no more about Dalun Ruozan, and Ngari Royal Lineage itself came to exist only in name, with the white yak banner vanishing with its decline. No one could have expected the war banner of the Ngari Royal Lineage to reappear at a time like this.


In an instant, everyone turned to Wang Chong.


It was him! No wonder…


Wang Chong squinted as he inwardly muttered to himself. Although he had not personally taken part in deciding the patrol zones, he had given Zhang Que some general instruction. No normal person was capable of eliminating all the scouts and spies on the perimeter to get within ten li.


But if it was Dalun Ruozan, everything could be explained.


Wang Chong had never expected that even he would appear in this Battle of Talas! This was not something that had happened in his last life. There was no doubt that this was yet another result of the domino effect.


Is it for revenge?


Wang Chong's mind churned as he closed his eyes. Although he could not see it, Wang Chong could already sense that figure leading tens of thousands of cavalry out of the Western Regions, a fire blazing in his chest, similar to himself in a way.


Time and place had changed, but he and Dalun Ruozan were meeting once more as if it was destined, and it was at the crucial Battle of Talas. Wang Chong could even guarantee that this moment had been carefully calculated by that Great Minister of the Ngari Royal Lineage.


But even so, Wang Chong felt no fear.


"Reporting! Lord Marquis, the enemy army in the rear is now less than eight li from us!"


While Wang Chong had been thinking, another scout had ridden up in a cloud of dust, his face taut with tension.


Buzz!


The scout's words immediately made the air tense up. Now, the entire army was beginning to notice something strange and become uneasy. Cavalry could cover eight li in just a few moments. They didn't have much time left. A decision needed to be made.


"Lord Marquis, look over there!" a nervous voice said. It was Kong Zi-an, standing at Li Siye's side, his finger pointed at the Arab army.


Everyone turned to look and saw that in the glimmer of the morning sun, the Arabs were raising their black war banners into the air. The more than two hundred thousand elite Arab cavalry were moving like a vast flood, inexorably flowing in the direction of Talas.


This sudden movement had attracted the attention of all the Tang soldiers, and even many of the soldiers of the Anxi Protectorate army began to appear on the walls.


With the Arab soldiers in front and Dalun Ruozan leading the Tibetan cavalry from behind, the more than one hundred thousand soldiers of the Qixi army were suddenly beset from both sides by great danger. Not only that, the Arabs were clearly intending to assault Wang Chong's army from the front to open up opportunities for the Tibetans.


Rumble!


As the Arabs were adjusting their forces, a cloud of dust rose up from the rear, a vibration traveling through the earth.


The Tibetans were moving even faster than expected. In just a few short moments, they were already on the verge of reaching Talas!


"Milord!"


Everyone could sense an intense danger, and Wang Chong quickly became the center of hundreds of nervous stares. This was a precarious situation, and Wang Chong needed to make a decision as quickly as possible. The moment they were caught between the Arabs and Tibetans, the one hundred thousand soldiers had a high chance of being completely wiped out, and all their previous efforts would have been for nothing.


The shaking was getting more intense by the second. The Tibetans had advanced even farther, getting closer and closer to Talas.


"Milord, time is short. Should we enter the city?"


At this moment, a somewhat elderly voice came from behind Wang Fu, shattering the silence. It was one of the old subordinates of the Wang Clan, Chen Shusun. Chen Shusun had followed Wang Chong's father Wang Yan for many years and then later been dispatched to serve as Wang Fu's bodyguard. He had a very deep relationship with all three generations of the Wang Clan.


In the war of the southwest, he had fought alongside Wang Chong and had always referred to him as 'Young Master'. But now, Wang Chong was the Qixi Protector-General, so Chen Shusun addressed Wang Chong as 'Milord'.


"…Talas can hold several hundred thousand people. If we retreat into the city, we can avert the disaster of being attacked from both sides!"


The Qixi army didn't have too many choices right now. It came down to either remaining where they were and taking attacks from both the front and back, or retreating into Talas so that they could use the sturdy walls to resist the combined Arab-Tibetan army.


Although Talas's gate had been almost destroyed in the last battle, the craftsmen Wang Chong had brought with him had already repaired and even strengthened it. There was no better time than now to withdraw into the city.


In truth, to the great majority, this was the best choice!


Wang Chong said nothing, only slightly raised his head and slowly closed his eyes.


The shuddering grew more and more intense, and as Dalun Ruozan's army got closer and closer, the dark clouds engulfing the more than one hundred thousand soldiers from Qixi grew thicker and thicker. Around Wang Chong, everyone had almost stopped breathing as they waited for Wang Chong to make the final decision.


Even Wang Yan was no exception!


In the war of the southwest, the battle of the triangular gap, and the battle against the Black Wolf Yabgu, Wang Chong had amply proved his abilities and won everyone's trust. Whether he decided to fight or retreat, he was the only person whose decision they could all trust.


Rumble!


The clouds of dust and the quaking of the earth signified that Dalun Ruozan's arrival was imminent. In front of them, the black sea of Arab soldiers was also picking up its pace, and the thundering of their hooves seemed to be stomping on the hearts of all the Tang soldiers. Time was fast dwindling. Stay or go? Fight or withdraw? Wang Chong had to choose now.


The lives of all his soldiers depended on this decision.


Boom!


A massive metal boom could be heard as the nearby Talas gate opened up. A group of Anxi Protectorate army generals with worried faces emerged and began to rush toward Wang Chong, led by none other than Vice Protector-General Cheng Qianli. His lips were moving rapidly as if he was saying something to Wang Chong.


At the same time, a plume of dust rose from behind the distant hills, and amidst the fierce neighing horses, a massive banner of black and white was thrust into the sky. Atop this banner was the image of a white yak, bulging with muscle and exuding a momentum that could dominate the world.


Dalun Ruozan's forces were about to arrive!


"Ha!"


In this extremely disadvantageous position, Wang Chong smiled and opened his eyes, allowing a dazzling light to burst forth.


"Pass on my order. The craftsman team should move as quickly as possible to the eastern side of Talas and set up the second line of steel walls!"


"Yes, Milord!"


"All infantry and shieldmen, join the Gangke and the soldiers of Greater and Lesser Balur in the first defensive line. Use the steel walls to defend against the Arab attacks. No matter what sort of price you have to pay, you have to hold the line!"


"Yes, Milord!"


"Chen Bin, divide the ballista army into two—fifteen hundred to each part. Have one of the divisions remain. Use the transport carriages to fire from above. Cooperate with the infantry to defend the west side from the Arab cavalry! Give the other division to Xu Keyi to command, to defend against the soldiers of the Ü-Tsang Empire coming from the east."


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Wang Chong issued out a string of orders, each one clear and firm. For his last order, Wang Chong turned to the mighty figure of Li Siye.


"Li Siye, get ready. In a little while, come with me to meet… some old friends from Ü-Tsang!"


As he mentioned 'old friends', his eyes suddenly exploded with an intimidating light.


"Yes!!"


Li Siye's eyes brightened as he gave a terrifying roar, and his mountain of a body exploded with an intense will to fight. Although Wang Chong had not stated it directly, everyone understood the choice he had made. In front was the Arab army and behind was the Tibetan army. They were about to take on attacks from both sides and were in an extremely poor position, but so what?


Fight, fight, fight! That was all it meant!


In the southwest, they had not retreated. At the triangular gap, they had not retreated. They would not retreat here!


This was how the Great Tang did things!


Nothing on this continent could make the Great Tang retreat, and certainly not kneel!


Rumble!


Xu Keyi, Chen Bin, Zhao Jingdian, Chen Burang, Sun Zhiming, the Gangke King, Huang Botian, Kong Zi-an, Xue Qianjun, and all the other officers mounted their warhorses and left. There were no questions, no objections. At this moment, all their minds had seemingly gone ablaze, all of them brimming with enthusiasm and passion. The entire Qixi army came to life like a massive machine, rapidly spinning into motion.


Even Chen Shusun, who had advised retreating into city, only stood in a daze for a few moments before mounting his horse and riding off to carry out Wang Chong's orders.
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Buzz!


Thousands of craftsmen piled on carriages like ants as they went to carry out Wang Chong's orders. Upon arriving on the eastern side of Talas, they ignited the furnaces, and black smoke and the sound of banging metal soon filled the air. The massive modules of steel were quickly hammered into the ground and soldered together to form a sturdy wall on the east.


Wang Chong had prepared for today's battle for more than two months, and he had been assisted in this venture by all the smithing clans and other smiths of the Central Plains. The endless stream of steel modules arriving at Wushang had been precisely in preparation for any unforeseen events like this.


The greatest advantage modular construction had over ordinary methods was its speed.


With Wang Chong's order, the vacant and open land in the rear of the Qixi Protectorate army was soon covered by a long and straight steel wall, a firm line of defense for the more than one hundred thousand Tang soldiers.


This was just like how Wang Chong had built a nine-zhang-high steel wall at Wushang in the space of a single night. Only he could perform such miraculous feats.


Amidst roiling smoke, the thousands of craftsmen were still pouring solder, but they were only a few moments away from completing their work. On the other end, the more than one hundred thousand soldiers were beginning to move according to Wang Chong's orders.


"Go, go, go!"


In front of the first line of steel defenses, Chen Bin, wearing a suit of Meteoric Metal armor and gripping a Wootz Steel sword, was issuing order after order. The ballista corps, holding three thousand ballistae and fifteen thousand men, cleanly divided into two. Seventy-five hundred men began to board the transport carriages and set up ballistae in three rows, five hundred ballistae to a row, each of them aimed at the empty spaces between the steel walls.


The steel walls were the best barrier against the charge of cavalry. If the Arabs wanted to get through, they would need to break formation and come in through the openings between the walls, exactly where the ballistae could maximize their firepower.


As the fifteen hundred ballistae were being set up, rows of infantry carrying shields began to arrive, lining up to also face the openings. The soldiers of Greater and Lesser Balur were also mobilized for this defense.


The soldiers of these two kingdoms were not as elite as those of the Great Tang, and in this era dominated by cavalry, Greater and Lesser Balur were practically nonexistent. But their spearmen and pikemen were among the best, and they were far more skilled in their use of pikes than the pikemen of any other faction.


This was one of the primary reasons Wang Chong had hired their soldiers. The pikemen of the Balurs were almost a perfect match with the shieldmen of the Great Tang. This was an intimidating defense line that was ideal for countering cavalry.


Rumble! As the soldiers of Greater and Lesser Balur and the infantry and shieldmen of the Great Tang finished forming their line, the Gangke King rode forward on a large brown horse, leading the Gangke and the other mercenaries of the Western Regions in taking their positions.


"Everyone, hear my order! There will be no retreat until I say so! Those who disobey will be executed!"


The Gangke King's eyes blazed like stars as they fiercely swept past the steel walls to fall on the surging black waves of the Arab army. Around him, the Gangke stood with their backs straight in a neat square, their eyes vicious and brimming with fighting intent. Arabia versus the Great Tang! This was a clash of lion versus elephant.


In this war, everyone had to make clear where they stood, who they had chosen.


There was no question that the Gangke had chosen the Great Tang.


"Come! Even if I die in battle today, I do so without regrets!"


The Gangke King's eyes were bright, and his black cape flapped in the wind. His entire body seemed to be ablaze with power and energy. The Gangke King was one of the few Saint Martial experts under Wang Chong's command, and he was even stronger than the Invincible Great General Li Siye.


The Gangke King had always been proud, and in the Western Regions, there was no one who could make him bow his head. But now, the illustrious Gangke King had chosen to lower his head to Wang Chong.


The once-meek Gangke, the filthy pigs of the Western Regions, had finally been able to wash their bodies clean of shame and stand upright. The Gangke King was willing to offer his death to repay the Great Tang and Wang Chong for their aid!


"Come! Fight…"


The Gangke King gripped his Barbaric God Axe, all the blood in his body seething.


……


Rumble!


While the Gangke King prepared to fight to the death, the rest of the Tang army was rapidly mobilizing. From above, it looked like a surging river on the plains around Talas, but though it appeared turbid, it was actually moving in a disciplined and orderly fashion.


Only Wang Chong was capable of so quickly mobilizing an army of more than one hundred thousand soldiers in such an orderly fashion.


As the craftsmen finished the second line of steel walls, the fifteen hundred ballistae positioned themselves at the gaps. Meanwhile, the soldiers of the Qixi Protectorate army, the Annan Protectorate army, and the Imperial Court… eighty percent of the reinforcements from Qixi were moved to the east to face the Tibetans.


While the infantry, spearmen, shieldmen, and half of the ballista army delayed the more than two hundred thousand Arabs, the remaining eighty percent of the army would attempt to use their overwhelming advantage in numbers to vanquish the weaker Tibetans. After that, they would turn back around to defend against the Arabs. This was the plan that Wang Chong had come up with on the spot, and it was also the best method for dealing with enemies on both sides.


"Li Siye, follow me."


Amidst the blustery wind, Wang Chong mounted the White-hoofed Shadow and immediately galloped off to the second line of defense, toward the plains to the east of Talas.


"All soldiers, follow me!"


Li Siye immediately waved his hand and led the five thousand Wushang Cavalry after Wang Chong.


Sand and dust filled the air as Wang Chong rode off to the east.


"Milord…"


On the high walls of Talas, several Anxi generals watched worriedly as Wang Chong left, and then they turned to Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi.


"It's fine. Let him go."


There was a flash of light in Gao Xianzhi's eyes as he looked down at the Wushang Cavalry.


"And besides, it's his old friends that are coming…"


Gao Xianzhi had been in the military for many years and knew the various factions like the back of his hand. The moment that white yak banner had appeared, Gao Xianzhi knew that it was Wang Chong's mortal foe from the southwest, Dalun Ruozan, who had come. Although they were both elite and renowned generals of the continent, one the wise strategist of the Ngari Royal Lineage and the other Anxi's Protector-General, Gao Xianzhi had never met Dalun Ruozan.


It was much more appropriate that Wang Chong go to meet him.


Rumble!


As Wang Chong rode off, the earth's shuddering reached a frightening intensity. Buzz! Dust churned out from beyond the hills like a sea of fog, and in the middle of that sea of fog, in the early morning light of the sun rising in the east, thousands of warhorses charged out like ghosts stepping out of the underworld.


Caw! With their strange cries akin to the weeping of infants, hundreds of vultures flew out from the rear of this army, blotting out the sun as they circled in the sky.


In the center of these tens of thousands of Tibetan cavalry, a black banner depicting a white yak flapped in the wind under the shadow of the vultures. Beneath the banner, a scholarly and refined figure dressed in a blue robe slowly mounted the hill.


Buzz!


The sight of those thousands of furnaces belching smoke in front of Talas while thousands of craftsmen rapidly erected a long line of steel walls made all the Tibetans pale. The Tang should have only begun their preparations when they had been discovered eighteen li out from Talas, but by the time they had arrived, the Tang had managed with dizzying speed to erect a line of steel walls.


The construction of these walls in such a short time left all the Tibetans dazed.


"Great Minister!"


They all turned to Dalun Ruozan, awaiting his decision.


Cavalry rapidly advancing over a vast distance did so for the purpose of catching the opponent unawares and ambushing them. But their opponent was clearly prepared, rendering their advantages void.


"Great Minister, what should we do now? He was able to mobilize far too quickly, and it seems like he's able to set up those steel walls even faster than before."


A stalwart figure rode out from the rear and glanced at the figure of Wang Chong slowly riding out, a hint of worry in his eyes.


Dalun Ruozan said nothing, his eyes fixed on that approaching figure, his brow slowly creasing.


His forces had been discovered by Wang Chong while they were still eighteen li from Talas, but given the speed at which cavalry advanced, Wang Chong should have received the news when they were fourteen li from Talas. Coupled with the time needed to confirm this news a second time, Wang Chong should have only confirmed the identity of this force of seventy thousand soldiers when they were only ten li from the city.


At this distance, Dalun Ruozan had believed that when he arrived, he could at least stir some turmoil in Wang Chong's army, but the scene before him was starkly different from what he had imagined.


Amongst the commanders that Dalun Ruozan knew, probably only Wang Chong was capable of shifting his army around in such a short amount of time.



                                                                        Chapter 896: A Meeting of Cunning Foes! 
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"Pass on my order. All soldiers are forbidden from acting without my permission," Dalun Ruozan suddenly declared, a sharp light in his eyes.


"As for that person, both you and I met him already in the southwest. With his abilities, isn't such a display very normal? And besides… only by defeating someone like this will this battle be meaningful, don't you think?"


Dalun Ruozan faintly smiled and then urged his horse onward, descending the hill in the face of the roaring winds coming from Talas. At this time, his gaze was fixed on that distant seventeen-year-old youth.


In this world, there was nothing that could attract his attention except this youth of the Great Tang riding toward him!


……


"Lord Marquis, Dalun Ruozan is coming over."


In the distance, Li Siye's eyes flashed as he turned to look at Wang Chong.




"Mm."


Wang Chong gave a faint smile. Dalun Ruozan had only brought a couple of people with him, none of them elite experts.


"Wait here for my orders. I'm going to meet Dalun Ruozan."




"This…"


Li Siye hesitated for a moment, worried over what might happen, but in the end, he gave a nod. Wang Chong was getting stronger and stronger, and not even Brigadier Generals could threaten him. No one except Great Generals could threaten him now. Moreover, it was clear that Dalun Ruozan was coming to meet with the marquis.


The southwest was where Dalun Ruozan had been defeated and the marquis had made his reputation. The two were destined to be mortal foes. This was their moment, and it was not right for any others to step in.


Gallop!


The crisp sound of hooves against the earth rang out over the plains to the east of Talas, as everyone silently waited, a stark contrast to the earth-shaking momentum coming from the Arabs to the west. Everyone watched as those two figures slowly approached each other, and even Gao Xianzhi standing at the northeast corner of the walls was no different.


The appearance of the Tibetans had placed an important chess piece on the battlefield of Talas. Seventy thousand Tibetan cavalry was enough to completely alter the course of this battle, and even Gao Xianzhi had to wait to see how this battle would develop.


"Pass on my order! All troops stand ready to receive my orders!" Gao Xianzhi said.


"Yes, Milord!"


An Anxi general turned and hurriedly left.


……


The two not-particularly-imposing figures in the churning dust and sand had managed to attract the focus of thousands of gazes.


At a distance of fifty-some zhang, the two stared at each other, lightning seeming to crackle in the space between them.


"Wang Chong, long time no see!"


A voice came from the other side. Dalun Ruozan pulled on the reins of his horse as a faint smile crept onto his lips.


"It has been half a year since we parted in the southwest. Congratulations. In this short period of time, you have managed to reach the lofty position of Qixi Protector-General. Not in all the Great Tang's history has there ever been a Protector-General as young as you."


Wang Chong chuckled and said, "Your words are too much. Since our last meeting, Great Minister appears like an imposing mountain towering over the abyss, even more composed and reliable. Marching rapidly over a vast distance without stirring a single trace of suspicion, even avoiding discovery by my birds and the Anxi Protectorate army in Suiye, Great Minister is also no one to be underestimated."


Dalun Ruozan was taking his measure, and Wang Chong was taking Dalun Ruozan's.


Dalun Ruozan was thinner, much thinner. In Wang Chong's view, Dalun Ruozan seemed to have had all his attachments washed away, losing much of his sharpness and replacing it with restraint. But this only made him more difficult to deal with. It had to be said that Dalun Ruozan had chosen the perfect moment to make his silent advance on Talas, instantly placing Wang Chong at an extremely disadvantageous position.


"Your words are too much. Wasn't I still discovered by you in the end?" Dalun Ruozan replied, that faint smile still on his lips. Even though they were meeting as enemies on the battlefield, Dalun Ruozan continued to maintain his relaxed and graceful bearing.


"In our half a year of parting, this one could not go a single moment in the royal capital's prison without thinking of Protector-General. Do you remember the gift you gave me in our first meeting in the southwest? The thousands of li of the Ngari Royal Lineage are now deserted. The grass is lush and verdant, but there are no cows and sheep. There is no longer any need to worry about those old problems like a potential lack of food and water in the winter or grazing of the herd. All of this was bestowed by your distinguished self, and Dalun Ruozan recalls it fondly, branding the memory in his heart. Thus, this humble one has come today with a gift specially prepared for your distinguished self."


All was quiet as Dalun Ruozan's voice echoed over the plains. That faint and polite smile had remained on his face as he spoke, as if he was discussing a most commonplace matter. But on the other side, Li Siye felt his heart thump. In the war of the southwest, Wang Chong had dispatched a group of soldiers to spread plague through the Ngari Royal Lineage, and Li Siye had been the one to carry out this order.


Dalun Ruozan's statement that the steppe of the Ngari Royal Lineage was now lush with grass was true, but behind that statement was the fact that the steppe was now deserted, the entire Ngari Royal Lineage having collapsed. Li Siye had already received news some time ago that the Ü-Tsang Empire was currently experiencing a famine. Dalun Ruozan was the Ngari Royal Lineage's Great Minister, and when he said that he had been constantly remembering Wang Chong for half a year, one could only imagine how deeply rooted his loathing was.


"The kind do not command soldiers, and the righteous do not grasp for wealth," Wang Chong indifferently said, not even arching a brow at Dalun Ruozan's words. "The art of war has always been about the art of killing. Since we are enemies, there is naturally no kindness to speak of between us. Great Minister, as one of the administrators of the Ngari Royal Lineage, surely understands an obvious principle like this. In truth, I originally intended to have the plague spread through the entire empire. Alas, it seems like your country's Imperial Great Minister intervened and managed to stop it."


No matter how many people of the Ngari Royal Lineage had died, Wang Chong would not feel even the slightest ripple of emotion. After all, this was the cruel reality of war. If Ü-Tsang were not defeated, then it would be the Great Tang that would lose, and its losses would be just as great, if not more. Since Ü-Tsang and Mengshe Zhao were the aggressors in this war, they had to pay the price.


"Haha, Protector-General speaks the truth. Dalun Ruozan lost and the defeated general has nothing to say."


Dalun Ruozan broke into a grin.


"But in this war, whether in victory or defeat, I hope that Protector-General can still remain this attitude to the very end."


"Relax! The Great Tang will not lose!" Wang Chong firmly declared as he stared at Dalun Ruozan, his star-like eyes exploding with a steely resolve.


Buzz!


Wang Chong's words instantly caused the mood to change and that smile on Dalun Ruozan's lips to fade away, his expression turning grim. These two mortal foes glared at each other, electricity crackling in their eyes. Although neither of them said anything, they could both sense a powerful fighting will from their counterpart.


After some time, Dalun Ruozan smiled, his eyes looking past Wang Chong, past the two defense lines of steel walls, settling upon the vast black sea of the Arab army. "Protector-General should not make such statements so soon. The highest attainment is to be like water, ever flowing and never ceasing! Everything is changing, and the Great Tang cannot remain the victor forever!"


"Nothing is impossible in this world! The Great Tang will not lose! At least while I'm here, the Great Tang will never be defeated!!" Wang Chong lightly replied, his voice neither loud nor soft, but suffused with a formidable confidence.


Almost no one in the world dared to say such words to a cunning strategist like Dalun Ruozan, and even the likes of Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje would not dare to act so brazenly. Only Wang Chong was confident enough for such a display.


"Hahah, is that so? Then I anticipate Protector-General reenacting the southwest, displaying once more a divine might that will sweep aside our three great empires!" Dalun Ruozan responded with a soft chuckle, then without any further argument, he turned his horse around and began to slowly trot back to his own side.


"Lord Marquis, should we kill him?" Xue Qianjun whispered at Wang Chong's ear.


Wang Chong had brought four guards with him, Xue Qianjun being one of them. During the entire conversation, Xue Qianjun had been staring at Dalun Ruozan. He had not participated in the war of the southwest, but he knew of Dalun Ruozan's illustrious reputation.


There was no doubt that Dalun Ruozan was the principal strategist behind this Tibetan expedition. If he could be killed, the Tibetans would suffer the most severe of wounds.


"…Fifty-some zhang is a little far, but with our speed, we still have a chance."


"There's no need."


Wang Chong immediately rejected Xue Qianjun's suggestion.


"Do you see that Tibetan standing at the ready in the rear?"


Xue Qianjun turned his head to look at the man. This man had his back to the morning sun, making it somewhat difficult to see his face, but from his attire, he was a Tibetan general, and one with a rather familiar figure. Xue Qianjun slightly frowned, and then his eyes widened in understanding.


"That's… Dusong Mangpoje!"


Wang Chong chuckled and turned his head. "Let's go!"


……


As Wang Chong left, Dalun Ruozan joined with Dusong Mangpoje.


"Great Minister, should we kill him?"


Dusong Mangpoje lowered his head, his narrowed eyes bursting with killing intent. The loss of Dayan Mangban and the triangular gap still pained his heart. Although Dalun Ruozan and Wang Chong had spoken for only a few moments, it had felt like endless years to Dusong Mangpoje as he attempted to master his intense emotions.


"There's no need," Dalun Ruozan replied without even turning his head, continuing to trot his horse back to the Tibetan army.


"You can't kill him. His plans are always impeccable. Didn't you experience that for yourself? If he were that easy to kill, I would have already killed him tens of thousands of times. Moreover, don't you see that Gao Xianzhi is already coming over?"


Dusong Mangpoje paused for a moment, and as his eyes turned, he truly did see that familiar figure.


"Aaah, I can only think of another way!"


Dusong Mangpoje sighed before turning around and following Dalun Ruozan.
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"How was it?"


Gao Xianzhi rode up on a brown steed to meet with Wang Chong outside of Talas.


"Dalun Ruozan was planning this with the Arabs for some time. They will begin their assault soon," Wang Chong calmly replied.


"So between the Arabs and Tibetans, you're choosing to deal with the Tibetans first?" Gao Xianzhi asked. Wang Chong had placed almost eighty percent of his forces on the eastern line, so he was apparently placing a very high priority on dealing with the Tibetans.


Wang Chong shook his head and corrected this statement with a smile. "Not the Tibetans. I'm first dealing with the Tibetans and the Western Turks!"


"The Western Turks?"


Gao Xianzhi's body trembled and a look of surprise appeared on his face. Rumble! While he was still confused, the earth began to quake, and another cloud of dust rose from behind the seventy thousand Tibetans, a sign that another army was arriving.


Buzz!


A few moments later, a massive banner was thrust over the horizon. Upon it was a golden wolf, its claws and teeth bared. The sight of this golden wolf immediately caused everyone's eyes to narrow and the atmosphere to turn solemn.


Amongst all the various countries of the continent, only one faction would use a massive wolf as their symbol: the Western Turkic Khaganate! And amongst the Western Turkic Khaganate, only the most revered and supreme of figures could use the golden wolf as their symbol.


The commander of these forces was an Imperial Great General of the Western Turks!


"Duwu Sili!"


Gao Xianzhi's face became extremely serious. Although there were many people Gao Xianzhi had not met in his time in the Western Regions, he knew of all the elite Great Generals in the area.


The Celestial Wolf Great General!


This was one of the Great Generals of the Western Turkic Khaganate, an extremely experienced veteran who had even defeated Beiting Protector-General An Sishun once! Most importantly…


"Wang Chong, be careful! The one who's come is the Celestial Wolf Great General Duwu Sili of the Western Turks," Gao Xianzhi gravely said. "The Black Wolf Yabgu, Agudu Lan, who you killed in Qixi, was once his subordinate, one that he had carefully nurtured and promoted. Not only that, he commands one of the three strongest cavalry forces of the Western Turkic Khaganate, the Celestial Wolf Cavalry! There aren't many people in this force, but they are all extremely terrifying fighters. This was precisely the cavalry force that defeated Beiting Protector-General An Sishun back then."


"Mm?"


Wang Chong's eyes widened as he subconsciously turned to look at the massive golden wolf banner. Wang Chong was no stranger to the name of Duwu Sili. Amongst the commanders of the countries bordering the Great Tang, the Celestial Wolf Great General was definitely one of the best.


This person was wholly capable of sitting on the same level as Gao Xianzhi.


But Wang Chong had never imagined that Duwu Sili would have some relation to Agudu Lan.


So, did the death of Agudu Lan draw him out?


Wang Chong's eyes flashed as his mind churned.


Dusong Mangpoje, Duwu Sili, and even… Wang Chong turned to that fiery-red figure standing behind Dalun Ruozan. Wang Chong was no stranger to this man either. It was precisely Dalun Ruozan's constant companion, Huoshu Huicang!


A tiny Talas had managed to gather three Great Generals of Ü-Tsang and the Western Turks. If one added on the Abbasid Caliphate's Governor of the East Abu Muslim, the Great Tang was facing four Great Generals and was suddenly in great peril.


Not only that, Duwu Sili had also brought with him the Celestial Wolf Cavalry, a force of cavalry that stood at the apex of power in the continent. Together with the Arabian Mamelukes and his own five thousand Wushang Cavalry, three of the greatest cavalry forces in the world had gathered at this place.


Such a thing had never happened in recorded history.


"No, wait!"


Suddenly, Wang Chong's heart thumped as he turned his gaze back to the hills. Behind Dalun Ruozan, the Tibetan army parted to reveal a distinctive force of cavalry. Their horses were robust and well-built, their armor mottled with blood-red symbols.


These cavalry exuded a cold aura, and comparing them to the Tibetan cavalry around them was like comparing an adult to a child.


They were cloaked in storms of energy that immediately placed an invisible pressure on everyone who saw them.


"The Mutri Great Cavalry!" Li Siye suddenly blurted out, his entire body tensing up as he stared at those Tibetan horsemen wearing golden-red armor.


Wang Chong said nothing, but his expression was similarly grave. He knew that Dalun Ruozan had to have come prepared, but he had never expected that he would bring the oldest and also strongest cavalry force of Ü-Tsang with him!


The Mutri Great Cavalry!


It was rumored that more than three hundred years ago, Mutri Tsenpo of Ü-Tsang entrusted this most powerful cavalry force with the duty of protecting the royal capital, and they had never left the royal capital since. Even in his last life, when the Abbasid Caliphate invaded the plateau, the Tibetans did not mobilize this force.


(TN: Mutri Tsenpo was the second Tsenpo of Tibet, the son of the legendary progenitor of the Yarlung Dynasty, Nyatri Tsenpo.)


These were the only cavalry force on the plateau that could be called 'Great Cavalry'.


In terms of fighting power, these cavalry far surpassed the cavalry forces that Wang Chong had already eliminated, the Qinghai Soldiers and the White Braves. He had never imagined that Dalun Ruozan would be so capable as to even mobilize the Mutri Great Cavalry.


The Celestial Wolf Cavalry, the Mutri Great Cavalry, the Wushang Cavalry, the Abbasid Caliphate's Mamelukes… all these supreme cavalry forces of the world had gathered in one place, an unprecedented event in the history of cavalry warfare!


Buzz!


A familiar sense of pressure suddenly washed through his mind, soon followed by the Stone of Destiny's voice.


"Destiny is an interweaving of the extraordinary. The gathering of the world's supreme and most brilliant things is certain to have subtle effects. Either they join together, or they decide between each other which is the superior. Through this, the world either shatters or enters a new era. All of it hinges upon this special moment and the Choice of Destiny!


"Mission: 'Clash of Destiny' has been unlocked! The difficulty has been increased. Starting from now, for each Mutri Great Cavalry or Celestial Wolf Cavalry killed by user's Wushang Cavalry, user will be rewarded 30 points of Destiny Energy. For each Mameluke killed, user will be rewarded 50 points of Destiny Energy. For each Wushang Cavalry lost, user will be penalized 100 points of Destiny Energy. The rewards and penalties will be immediately calculated during battle.


"Note! Mutri Great Cavalry, Celestial Wolf Cavalry, and Mamelukes killed by soldiers not belonging to the Wushang Cavalry will not be counted!"


Wang Chong was dazed by this voice, a strange feeling in his mind. He had never expected this sort of mission from the Stone of Destiny. It appeared to be a mission that would allow him to accumulate Destiny Energy on the battlefield, but the truth was anything but.


Besides the Wushang Cavalry, the strongest force at Wang Chong's side was the ballista army, but according to what the Stone of Destiny had said, if the ballista army or any other force besides the Wushang Cavalry killed the Mutri Great Cavalry, Celestial Wolf Cavalry, or Mamelukes, these kills wouldn't be counted for the purpose of rewards.


In other words, if Wang Chong wanted the Destiny Energy rewarded by the Stone of Destiny, he could only gain it by using his Wushang Cavalry in a clash of cavalry on cavalry.


Not only that, while the Wushang Cavalry would only get 30 points from killing the Mutri or Celestial Wolf Cavalry and 50 points from killing a Mameluke, each Wushang death would cost Wang Chong 100 points.


So, is this already taking into account the fact that they're all equipped with Meteoric Metal armor and have far better defense than the others? Wang Chong speculated.


Li Siye turned to Wang Chong. "Lord Marquis, what should we do now?"


"Pass on my order! Prepare for battle!"


Wang Chong sneered at the distant army and began to gallop back.


At almost the same time, Gao Xianzhi also gave his own orders, after which he returned to the second line of defense along with Wang Chong.


……


On the distant line of hills, the thousands of Tibetan cavalry did not immediately move out, remaining in place. Countless pairs of eyes followed Dalun Ruozan as he rode to the rear of the army, where a large Turkic force under the banner of a golden wolf was surging forth like a mighty wave.


This army was led by a muscular and sharp-eyed Turkic man riding a Turkic steed, his appearance like a war god descended from the high heavens. Behind him was a force of cavalry wearing silver armor covered in strange inscriptions. Moreover, unlike the armor of other cavalry, this armor was covered in barbs, and it was also shaped rather strangely, making these men appear like savage silver wolves from a distance. A single glance at these horsemen would make one feel an inexplicable dread.


Awoooo!


Fierce wolf howls echoed over the skies. Each of the thousands of Celestial Wolf Cavalry was leading a pack of ten-some wolves, each four feet tall.


"Duwu Sili, you really did come!"


Dalun Ruozan stood at the top of a hill, heartily laughing. In this three-member alliance, the last party in Dalun Ruozan's plans had finally arrived.


"Since I was invited, how could I not come to this feast where we will divide up the Great Tang?" A thunderous voice rang in everyone's ears.


Neeeigh! Duwu Sili's horse gave an astonishing leap, seeming to leave behind a trail of fire as it soared through the air and landed at the top of the hill.


Duwu Sili stood tall amidst the blustery winds, his presence alone seeming to bring a storm down over the hill, his majestic pressure forcing the surrounding people to withdraw.


Even those Tibetan generals were unable to remain at the top of the hill. Everyone standing within a radius of ten zhang around Dalun Ruozan was forced down the hill.
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"Duwu Sili, stop!"


Huoshu Huicang's face contorted in shock as he rushed forward to stand in front of Dalun Ruozan. At almost the same time, Dusong Mangpoje unleashed a powerful energy to cloak Dalun Ruozan and keep out Duwu Sili's energy.


Ü-Tsang and the Turks had never been a unified whole. Long before the Great Tang had entered the Western Regions, the two sides had been locked in a fierce struggle. If not for the fact that a third party, Great Tang, had invaded and taken control of the entire Western Regions, taking the focus of both the Tibetans and the Turks, the two parties would still have been fighting.


Although there were no longer many conflicts between Ü-Tsang and the Western Turks, if they succeeded in defeating the Great Tang, the two sides would once again be enemies. In such circumstances, Duwu Sili probably did not mind eliminating Dalun Ruozan.


"Relax. Duwu Sili will not attack me."


Dalun Ruozan waved his hand as he walked out from the protection of Dusong Mangpoje and Huoshu Huicang, confidently and leisurely going to welcome Duwu Sili.


"Irkin, welcome back!"


Duwu Sili stared at Dalun Ruozan, his eyes constantly shifting, but in the end, he broke into a hearty laugh.


"Haha, good! Great Minister is quite the bold one!"


After this long bout of laughter, the tension between the two sides greatly eased. The Five Great Ministers of the Ü-Tsang Empire were on the Western Turkic Khaganate's must-kill list, a result of long grudges that no one knew the exact details to anymore. But for Dalun Ruozan to so frankly and unconcernedly meet him on this first meeting showed a daring that Duwu Sili had to express his admiration for.


"How is it? What is the situation of the Tang?"


As Duwu Sili spoke, he looked over the hills to the distant city of Talas. The sight of those two long lines of steel walls made even someone like him slightly arch his brows in surprise.


"What a swift reaction! Someone of Great Minister's abilities was not able to sneak past their defenses?"


"Great General should not be too careless," Dusong Mangpoje cautioned in his mellow voice as he walked out from behind Dalun Ruozan. "That fellow might be young, but he is the Young Marquis of the Great Tang, so favored that the Sage Emperor personally conferred upon him a courtesy name, making him the Son of Heaven's disciple! We've already lost to him several times, and even your Black Wolf Yabgu died at his hands."


Duwu Sili said nothing, but his brows slightly furrowed. It had been the Tibetans that had lost several times, not the Western Turkic Khaganate, and Tibetan failures did not mean the Turks were incompetent. But when he thought to speak these words, the phrase 'Black Wolf Yabgu' immediately made him swallow them back down. In the battle over Qixi Armory, he had lost a Brigadier General in the Black Wolf Yabgu, and the Khagan's Fourth Prince had even been captured, forcing the Khaganate to pay two hundred thousand of their finest-quality horses. Ü-Tsang was probably well aware of this entire affair.


It was like the pot calling the kettle black. Neither side could really claim that they had fared any better!


"There's no need for you to worry about the Black Wolf Yabgu. After all, I came this time for his sake. No matter what, I'll be killing that brat personally!"


Duwu Sili's hawkish eyes swept over the land, quickly locking onto Wang Chong in the sea of Tang soldiers.


"Haha, then it seems like we are all agreed!"


Dalun Ruozan faintly chuckled. Ü-Tsang and the Western Turks, mortal foes in the Western Regions, were joining together in an unprecedented alliance. And before this, Dalun Ruozan had only communicated with Duwu Sili once through messenger bird.


Although they had heard of each other, they had never met.


But at this moment, Dalun Ruozan was confident that Duwu Sili would be his firmest ally in this battle.


"What have the Arabs said?"


Duwu Sili did not argue or quibble, immediately getting to the point. While the Tibetans and Western Turks had allied, the crucial part was still the Arabian Empire on the other side of the battlefield. It was precisely by the invitation of the Arabian Empire that this alliance had come to be in the first place.


The alliance had also been one of Duwu Sili's conditions for agreement.


Otherwise, once the Western Turkic Khaganate helped the Arabs in dealing with the Great Tang, the Arabs could turn around and attack the Western Turks, and the Turks would have accomplished nothing but dropped a rock on their own feet. The Turks were a nomadic people who lived over an expansive area, so they also had an understanding of the Arabian Empire.


This was an existence even stronger than the Ü-Tsang Empire!


If it hadn't been necessary, the Western Turkic Khaganate would never be willing to fight for the sake of the Arabian Empire.


"Be at ease. Everything has been taken care of. I've already written to the Arab Governor of the East, and he has guaranteed that if we emerge victorious, he will divide up the Western Regions with our Ü-Tsang and the Western Turks," Dalun Ruozan calmly said, his every move suffused with confident assurance.


"But the Arabs have always been exceedingly ambitious. If we win and then they turn against us, won't we have invited a wolf into the house? Has Great Minister thought about what to do then?" Duwu Sili straightforwardly asked.


"Hah, I naturally considered this possibility."


Dalun Ruozan gave a soft chuckle, apparently having expected this question.


"Thus, I've already agreed with the Arab Governor of the East that if we win this battle, we will maintain this alliance and work together through Anxi, Qixi, Longxi, and finally assault the capital of the Great Tang, in the end dividing up all of the Central Plains between us!"


Bang!


Like a thrown rock stirring a thousand ripples in a lake, Dalun Ruozan's soft chuckle caused Dusong Mangpoje, Huoshu Huicang, and Duwu Sili to shudder as massive waves raged in their mind. Dalun Ruozan knew the languages and writing systems of many countries, and his correspondence with Abu Muslim had been carried out in purely Arabic.


Dusong Mangpoje and Huoshu Huicang only knew that both parties had agreed to fight against the Great Tang, but Dalun Ruozan had not spoken about the exact details, leaving the pair ignorant. They had originally believed that this collaboration would stop at just defeating the Great Tang here. They had never expected that Dalun Ruozan had agreed to continue the advance together with the Arab Governor of the East to partition the Great Tang!


So bold was this idea that even Great Generals like Dusong Mangpoje and Huoshu Huicang felt a deep shock.


If this venture succeeded, the Tibetans, Western Turks, and Arabs would be forming an alliance of unprecedented power. This alliance of three empires might really succeed in discarding the old map of the continent and creating a completely new one, realizing the ambitions of both the Western Turkic Khaganate and the Ü-Tsang Empire.


"Haha, okay!!"


The Celestial Wolf Great General Duwu Sili heartily laughed in response, his excited eyes erupting with a dazzling light.


"Dalun Ruozan, I truly did not judge you wrongly. You have guts! The Arabs haven't stabilized their position, haven't even defeated Gao Xianzhi, and have even less understanding of the Central Plains. That Abu Muslim would never propose such a condition. It was probably your idea, right? A wise minister indeed… of the Four Great Ministers of Ü-Tsang's Four Royal Lineages, you are ranked first. I was not wrong in agreeing to your alliance. Relax. I can agree to this alliance in Ishbara Khagan's place. Once we win this battle, let us divide the whole world!"


Bang!


With these final words from Duwu Sili, the thousands of Western Turkic cavalry, including the elite Celestial Wolf Cavalry, surged forward to take their place on the hills closest to Talas. The silver-armored Celestial Wolf Cavalry and the golden-red-armored Mutri Great Cavalry stood to the left and right, an unprecedented array of forces exerting an enormous pressure from those hills.


At this moment, two mortal foes had become true allies!


……


Clang! Clang! Clang!


Outside the walls of Talas, at the second line of defense, thousands of craftsmen were hammering away at the steel walls, sending countless sparks into the air. With each blow, the steel defenses grew tougher and tougher. As the beehives were installed atop the walls, this fortification in these foreign lands to the west of the Cong Mountains became a wall of death.


Thousands of steel modules, thousands of beehives, and all other kinds of armaments…


It was only at this moment that Wang Chong's ample preparations over the last two months finally showed their true power. But despite all this, the atmosphere failed to relax, only growing more tense. Everyone could see that new banner of the golden wolf on the hills as well as that destructive storm of energy rising from the Western Turkic Great General.


The formidable figures of the Mutri Great Cavalry and Celestial Wolf Cavalry were like hungry wolves, their presence making the hearts of the Tang sink. Those three Great Generals standing side by side with Dalun Ruozan were even more demoralizing, the pressure so heavy that they found it difficult to breathe.


To the west, the Arabs continued their slow and confident advance. The Gangke King and thousands of Tang soldiers stood ready behind the first line of defense, all of them focused and attentive. But at the second line of defense, Wang Chong, Wang Yan, Li Siye, and Cheng Qianli, four of the highest Tang commanders, stood in a row, none of them paying attention to what was going on behind them.


The atmosphere was heavy and tense.


"Lord Protector-General, what is your strategy for this battle?" Gao Xianzhi asked as he looked forward.


The Anxi Protectorate army had only around ten thousand soldiers left, and if one added the mercenaries in the city, they had around thirty thousand, a far smaller force than the Qixi Protectorate army. In terms of troop strength, there was no doubt that Wang Chong was the true commander-in-chief of this battle. Gao Xianzhi was only an assistant.


"Hah, soldiers are used to block an enemy and earth is used to dam the waters! This battle was inevitable," Wang Chong indifferently said. "The Great Tang has remained quiet for far too long. A war is needed so that everyone understands that the Great Tang still stands tallest amongst all the countries of the world, is still the strongest existence in this world!"


His words caused the eyes of Gao Xianzhi, Wang Yan, and Cheng Qianli to fly open in surprise. Their hearts began to stir as if a long-silent flame had suddenly blazed to life.


It was true! The Great Tang had been silent for far too long!


After all, that Great Tang in all its sharpness had once dared to rely on some several hundred thousand soldiers to vanquish all its surrounding foes and conquer all the nearby capitals. With eight thousand cavalry, it had dared to pursue the hundreds of thousands of soldiers of the Great Turkic Khaganate, causing them to flee in such panic that they even abandoned the Khagan's court!


If this were still that most valiant, elite, militant, and domineering Great Tang, would there be so many trifling foes who would dare to recklessly test its edge?
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"Haha, good words! Whether it’s the Turks, the Tibetans, or the Arabs, when has the Great Tang feared any of the countries on its borders? Lord Protector-General, whatever you plan on doing, I will do everything as you say, so do whatever you wish. I will do my utmost to cooperate!" Gao Xianzhi declared, his eyes twinkling. In this seventeen-year-old youth, he could sense that passion that he had lost long ago.


Who cared about the Tibetans? Who cared about the Arabs?


In the past, hadn't he relied on himself, rushing to and fro across the Western Regions, impulsive and aggressive, in the end gaining the favor of the Sage Emperor and becoming Anxi Protector-General and Western Regions War God?


"Haha, okay!"


Wang Chong felt his confidence swell at these words. Perhaps in terms of elite powerhouses, the Great Tang could not compare to the Arabs, Tibetans, and Turks, but one War Saint from another timeline and one Anxi War God was quite impressive. And when had the Great Tang ever conquered its enemies with overwhelming numbers?


Moreover, in the art of war, it was said that while direct methods could be used to begin the fighting, indirect and unconventional methods would be needed to win the battle. On the battlefield, one could not always rely on 'surprise soldiers' to win. A proper commander, whether on level ground or outnumbered, would have to rely on an outstanding ability to command to utterly crush their opponent in a direct confrontation.


This sort of battle had no tricks. It was the ultimate manifestation of strategic and military skill!


This was a true clash of commanders!


Wang Chong turned to the distant Turko-Tibetan army and indifferently asked, "Zhang Que, have you been able to find out the total number of enemies?"


"Replying to Lord Marquis: we don't have enough rock eagles to contend with the Tibetan vulture army and were unable to get close, so we could only get a rough estimate. The Tibetans have seventy-thousand-some people while the Turks have forty-thousand-some. All of their soldiers are elites!"


Zhang Que's young voice came from behind the four Tang commanders. He was kneeling respectfully on the ground, his rock eagle Little Sha perched on his shoulder.


The Tibetans had brought a vast number of vultures with them, their flocks blocking out the sun and casting a dreadful shadow. Coupled with the Arabian Empire's hunting falcons, the Great Tang's aerial surveillance was now under incredible pressure. Only by relying on master archers on the ground to intimidate enemy birds were the rock eagles able to obtain a little space to maneuver.


Just this forty-thousand estimate for the Turkic army had required Little Sha to personally fly into the skies on a risky surveillance mission.


"Seventy-thousand-some Tibetans and forty-thousand-some Turks, making for an army of around one hundred and twenty thousand. That's good enough! Since the Tibetans and Western Turks aren't willing to attack for now, we'll force them to attack!"


Amidst the fierce winds, Wang Chong held his hands behind his back and gazed at the distant hills. His entire body naturally exuded an intimidating aura, the identity of the supreme War Saint of the Central Plains melding with his current identity as Qixi Protector-General. The current Wang Chong carried none of the immaturity of a seventeen-year-old youth. This was a commander with a domineering gaze and foundation that stretched deep into the earth. Wang Yan and Gao Xianzhi could not help but widen their eyes in astonishment.


"Senior Zhang, begin!" Wang Chong said without turning his head.


"Zhang Shouzhi begins now!"


Zhang Shouzhi and the foremen quickly boarded carriages and set off.


Bang!


There was a massive boom as the two defensive lines suddenly seemed to gain a life of their own, beginning to rapidly extend. Boomboomboom! Under the machine-like laboring of the craftsmen, one massive steel wall after another was erected on the earth.


The black smoke surging into the skies and this sudden construction activity immediately attracted the attention of both the Arabs and the Tibetans.



"What are these Tang doing? Don't they already have two defense lines? Do they have some sort of scheme?"


At the top of a hill, Dusong Mangpoje couldn't help but arch a brow at this sight. Although he had only one experience with Wang Chong's steel fortresses, these steel walls had left an indelible impression on this Ü-Tsang Imperial Great General. After all, Dusong Mangpoje had suffered the greatest defeat of his life before them.


Those steel defense lines made Dusong Mangpoje instinctively wary, casting a shadow on his heart.


Dalun Ruozan said nothing, but his eyebrows slowly began to crease.


"He plans to completely cut us off from Abu Muslim," Dalun Ruozan finally said, his eyes narrowing.


He was probably the only person in the world who could understand Wang Chong's thought process. Though he had lost in the war of the southwest, he had pushed Wang Chong to the very end of his limits. And in those several months in the royal capital's prison, he had reviewed, analyzed, and researched that battle multiple times.


Dalun Ruozan well understood that Wang Chong would never do anything without meaning. His every action was for the purpose of some particular goal.


"What do you mean? Aren't we going to coordinate with the Arabs to attack the Tang from the east and west? What's the point in his doing that?" Duwu Sili confusedly asked.


Long before he had set off, Ishbara Khagan had sent him a great deal of information regarding Wang Chong. But information was information, while the person himself was an entirely different matter. Duwu Sili actually didn't have much of an understanding of this person who had extorted two hundred thousand high-quality warhorses from the Western Turkic Khaganate.


"This is different."


Dalun Ruozan shook his head, his expression turning grave as he stared at the billowing smoke.


"When we and the Arabs coordinate and attack from the east and west, our three forces can combine into one allied force. We will be one side while the Great Tang will be another side. If he uses those steel walls to divide us, the Great Tang can stand in the middle and deal with us separately, turning two parties into three parties. We will make up one party, the Arabs will be another, and the Great Tang will be the third.


"In addition, if the Great Tang succeeds in dividing us, our ability to communicate with the Arabs will be hampered. This is extremely disadvantageous to us, and we might only be able to communicate with Abu Muslim by messenger bird," Dalun Ruozan said.


"So, you were originally hoping that if the battle seemed to be proceeding poorly, we could change strategies and join with the Arabs to attack the Tang together?" Duwu Sili asked.


"I did have this idea, but it seems like that's not possible now," Dalun Ruozan softly said, his eyes still gazing into the distance.


Wang Chong always had a way to use the simplest method to make a clear situation complicated. Even as an enemy, Dalun Ruozan had to admire this feat.


In his grasp of strategy, he's probably the finest mind in the Central Plains. Everyone says that Wang Zhongsi is the War God of the Central Plains, but not even he could compare to him in understanding of the art of war!


Dalun Ruozan mentally sighed.


As Great Minister of the Ngari Royal Lineage, he had kept up a stalemate in the southwest with Tiger of the Empire Zhangchou Jianqiong for many years, but never had he ever felt so threatened by a single person. So dazzling was this talent that one could only sigh in praise, and Dalun Ruozan swore that he would destroy it.


As long as this person existed, Ü-Tsang would never be able to rest easy.


"Can we really not work our way around?" Huoshu Huicang reluctantly said, his eyes focused on the distant walls. The more than one hundred thousand soldiers of the Turko-Tibetan army and the approximately two hundred and seventy thousand soldiers of the Arabian Empire had been so easily divided up by Wang Chong's trifling steel walls, leaving them to fight their own battles. This was no longer three parties attacking the Tang, but the Tang dividing them up and fighting them individually. It was a fact that was somewhat difficult to accept.


"No!"


Dalun Ruozan shook his head and shot a glance at the lofty walls of Talas.


"This was decided by the terrain. He's only exploiting it to his advantage.


"Talas has extremely complicated geography. Even though it is surrounded by plains, the area around these plains is one of deep ravines and gullies, steep hills and mountains, all of them very difficult to climb. This terrain was why the people of the Shi Kingdom chose to build a city here," Dalun Ruozan calmly said.


He had chosen Talas as the place to crush the Great Tang and completely rework the structure of the Western Regions, so he knew the place like the back of his hand.


"To the rear of Talas are some extremely steep cliffs, and there exists only a narrow gap between the walls and those cliffs, leaving the best path through those plains in front of us. But now, Wang Chong has used his two steel walls to cut that path off and prevent us from joining together, altering his position from passive to active. If my guess is correct, he will also leave a gap, not building out his walls to the very end."


"Why?"


"Surround three and leave one open!" Dalun Ruozan firmly answered.


And as if responding to Dalun Ruozan's words, that frenzied construction of those two lines of steel walls suddenly began to slow, leaving behind a narrow gap at the edge of the plains.


"It's enough!"


At almost the same time, Wang Chong had waved his hand and given the order to halt.


"Surround three and leave one open! Leave a path for them."


"Little Brother, that Dalun Ruozan isn't someone easy to deal with. This strategy of yours of intentionally leaving a path open won't be able to fool Dalun Ruozan."


Wang Chong's big brother Wang Fu walked out, his armor clanging and clattering.


"I'm not trying to hide it, because he already knows," Wang Chong indifferently said, his eyes fixed upon that refined figure on the hill. His expression remained confident and relaxed. "There are hidden schemes and open schemes. This scheme is a clear and upright open scheme, and Dalun Ruozan can do nothing about it, no matter how much he understands it. The superior general breaks the enemy's schemes, and attacking morale is always the better course of action!"
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Buzz!


Wang Chong's words of 'The superior general breaks the enemy's schemes, and attacking morale is always the better course of action' made Wang Fu's brow rise in surprise. The Wang Clan was a clan of ministers and generals with a deep store of strategic texts, all of which Wang Fu knew by heart. But he had never heard of these two sayings from his little brother1.




"…Now, whether or not Dalun Ruozan is willing, he will have to mobilize!" Wang Chong confidently declared.


Both Abu Muslim and Dalun Ruozan were excellent generals. The former had pushed Gao Xianzhi to the very brink, while no more needed to be said about the latter. When confronting these two, Wang Chong need to go all-out and not show the slightest carelessness. However, as the War Saint of the Central Plains, he had his means of seizing the advantage and transforming passivity into activity.


In the art of war, it was said 'If one's forces are ten to the enemy's one, surround them; if five to one, attack them; if double, divide them; if equal, offer battle.' If one had fewer soldiers and had nowhere to retreat, the best method was to rely on fortifications and compel the enemy to attack. In siege battles, the defending side always had the greatest advantage and had the fewest losses.


Right now, Wang Chong was urging Dalun Ruozan to attack.


……


"This is his open scheme. He's not afraid that we won't take the bait, and certainly not afraid that we won't attack. If we don't want to end up completely divided and end up completely under his control, we must attack!"


On the distant hilltop, Dalun Ruozan slowly began to speak before the three Imperial Great Generals. In many matters, he and Wang Chong seemed less like enemies and more like allies. Wang Chong knew what he was thinking, and he knew what Wang Chong was thinking.


There were no hidden schemes here!


True strategy was one where even if one's enemy could see through it, they would still have to go along with the plan.


"…However, all our soldiers have arrived. In total, we have four hundred thousand soldiers, far more than the Great Tang, so we have no more reason to delay. Send the signal to the Arabian Empire and prepare to attack. This time, our three empires will annihilate all the soldiers the Great Tang has in the Western Regions! …This is my open scheme!"


Dalun Ruozan sneered, a cold light in his eyes.


The Arabian Empire, the Western Turkic Khaganate, and the Ü-Tsang Empire, the three oldest empires bordering the Western Regions, had finally gathered to deal with the newcomer in the Great Tang.


In one move, they would cut away all the ties the Great Tang had to the Western Regions. In Dalun Ruozan's plans, this was also the only opportunity the Ü-Tsang Empire had to defeat the Great Tang.


Bwoooom!


As Dalun Ruozan swung his arm down, the ancient and resounding yak horns began to blare, their sound spreading from the eastern end of Talas to ring across the world. Unlike any other battlefield signal, this horn blew with a unique rhythm, communicating a special kind of message.


……


"Okay, the Tibetans have given the signal!"


A vigorous voice spoke out in response to this unique sound. On Talas's western flank, the earth seemed to quake as Abbasid Governor of the East Abu Muslim stood up from his chair, his eyes so bright that even the sun and moon lost their luster.


"Khaled!"


"Your subordinate is here!"


A rough and loud voice, like that of a wild beast, responded. An enormous shadow was suddenly cast on the ground, engulfing Abu Muslim and the ten-some Arab generals around him.


In the light of the sun rising from the east, one could see that this was a fierce Arab general, around 2.7 meters, even taller than Invincible Great General Li Siye. His body was bulky and robust, making him appear like a massive steel pillar. By merely standing, he seemed to cause the earth to sink.


By standing in front of Abu Muslim, he managed to block out the sun. In comparison to this giant's dreadful figure, the other stalwart Arab warriors seemed like children.


These Arab soldiers were currently looking to that enormous giant and slowly backing up in fear, as if they had run into some savage beast.


The Beast of Arabia, Khaled!


Of the Arab generals of the east, he was the cruelest, most vicious, most bloodthirsty, most aggressive, and most terrifying of them all. This was a human-shaped beast that existed only to fight and kill.


As the Arabian Empire expanded, the Beast of Arabia had achieved a record of three days and nights of constant fighting and killing during the conquest of Khorasan. In the end stages of the conquest, he had been the only one left fighting.


But in his madness and ferocity, he alone had vanquished the remaining troops of Khorasan, his savagery and brutality shattering their will to fight and pacifying Khorasan.


Khaled's physical strength, persistence, tenacity, ferocity, and fury were all far above other Arab generals.


The Beast of Arabia was a bloodthirsty monster that, once released, would only return after tasting blood!


"Lead your Iron Beast Army to eliminate the Tang. I need to you utterly annihilate their defense line!" Abu Muslim said.


Even in front of Khaled, the Governor of Iron and Blood shone like the sun. Nothing could suppress his aura.


"Yes, Milord!"


Without saying any more, Khaled turned to look at the thick smoke rising from the Great Tang defense lines, a cruel and savage look in his eyes.


Roooar!


Looking to the east, Khaled gave a heaven-shaking roar. In a clattering of armor, a force of savage-faced Arabian cavalry, clearly much larger and stronger than their peers, emerged from the Arab army, their bodies seething with killing intent.


Gallop! A massive black horse more than nine feet tall, double the size of an ordinary Arabian horse, galloped to Khaled's side.


Boom!


Without another word, Khaled mounted the black steed and rode off.


Abu Muslim stood in the rear of the army and watched Khaled leave, after which he turned his gaze elsewhere and waved a hand.


"Give the Tibetans and Western Turks the signal and have the army move out!"


Bong!


As soon as Abu Muslim gave the order, war drums began to thunder from the Arab army. This was a heavy drumming and followed a special tempo, three long beats and two short. This special signal traveled over Talas to reach the hills to the east.


A Tibetan general turned and reported to Dalun Ruozan, "Great Minister, the Arabs have received our signal!"


Dalun Ruozan merely gave a grunt and a nod.


"I can see that."


Rumble! To the west, on the other side of the Tang army, the slowly advancing Arab army suddenly picked up the pace. If one compared their original speed to that of a crawling snail, their speed now was that of a charging beast. The region around Talas became like a sailboat in a storm, tossing and turning in unease.


"Lord Marquis, the Arabs are attacking!"


In the area enclosed by the two steel defense lines, Xue Qianjun looked to Wang Chong with nervous eyes.


The calm that had persisted from yesterday until now had finally been shattered, and Talas was once more shrouded in the clouds of war. Amidst the howling winds, everyone could hear the heavy beating of the war drums, and when more than two hundred thousand cavalry increased their speed all at once, they created such an enormous momentum that everyone instantly felt a formidable pressure.


The scent of war had increased by ten times—no, one hundred times!


"I see," Wang Chong indifferently said.


This simple statement alone was enough for Xue Qianjun to calm down. Wang Chong's long hair was blowing in the wind, and in the shifting light, his face was resolute and composed, devoid of any emotion. This sight seemed to imbue Xue Qianjun with an invisible strength, and he turned back around and silently stood guard at Wang Chong's side.


The battle was imminent!


Dalun Ruozan, it's your turn now!


Wang Chong looked to the east, a bright light in his eyes.


……


"Move out!"


Meanwhile, on the hill, Dalun Ruozan's eyes shone with cold light as he gave the order to attack.


Rumble! An enormous shaking came from the east as the Tibetan and Turkic cavalry poured over the hills like floodwaters through a sluice gate!


At this moment, the whole world had fallen silent, leaving only the thundering of hooves to ring through the air!


The Arabs, Tibetans, and Turks had all begun to attack. The three parties together had an army of more than four hundred thousand elite soldiers, and they were facing a force of only a hundred-thousand-some Tang. In the face of their outnumbered opponent, they had chosen the simplest, crudest, and most straightforward method: attack!


Gallop!


The hooves formed an unending peal of thunder that rose from both the east and the west, jolting and shaking the heart of every Tang soldier. These four hundred thousand cavalry were furious waves approaching from every direction.


As the warhorses got closer and closer, the tension around Talas began to rapidly multiply!


At the two steel defensive lines arrayed before Talas, all was quiet. The thousands of Qixi soldiers tightly gripped their weapons, the veins bulging out of their hands as they stared ahead.


This army of more than one hundred thousand soldiers was absolutely silent, the atmosphere suffocatingly oppressive!


"Ready!"


At the point of maximum tension, a cold and emotionless voice rang out over the army. Wang Chong, seated upon the White-hoofed Shadow, had finally issued his first order.


______________
1.A form of the first saying can be found in Sunzi's 'Art of War', while the second saying originates from advice given to Zhuge Liang by his aide Ma Su during his expedition to pacify the Nanman in the Three Kingdoms Period. Even if we consider the possibility that Zhuge Liang didn't exist in this alternate reality, Sunzi's Art of War or some form of it certainly did, as it is oft-quoted by other characters besides Wang Chong, so Wang Fu must be a rather poor student or the Wang Clan's library is not as impressive as claimed.↩
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Buzz!


Wang Chong's order caused the army to calm down for a moment, and then it began to rumble to life.


Clangclangclang! The first to react were the shieldmen. Their finely-crafted shields heavily thumped against the ground. After them came the pikemen of Greater and Lesser Balur, their forest of pikes all aiming outward. Behind them, the cavalry unsheathed their sabers and swords, and the creaking of gears could be heard as the three thousand ballistae were loaded and readied. In this entire process, all fifteen thousand members of the ballista army seemed to be in sync, the creaking of the ballistae starting and ending together.


When all this was finished, the aura exuded by the more than one hundred thousand Tang soldiers transformed into a dreadful threshing machine that was ready to begin the harvest.


Roooar! A forceful bellow came from the western side of Talas. The first to attack were the Arabs. Whoosh! As the Arab cavalry galloped forward, they parted, allowing a giant of a man to ride out from the center of the army, mounted upon a divine steed.


At the sight of this man, even Wang Chong couldn't help but blink a few times.


Tall! Incredibly tall!


In the Central Plains, and perhaps in all the world, someone of Li Siye's stature was already astonishing. But this person was even taller than Li Siye. Even from several hundred zhang away, his muscular figure still gave off an intense pressure.


His horse was similarly impressive, two heads taller than an average man.


This person was wearing black-red armor, and his hands grasped two large and heavy hammers. As he galloped and roared, he seemed like the Mighty Miracle God stepping out of the legends.


"Gu-de-hai-da, ke-la-he [Die for me]!" this Arab general loudly shouted, his eyes exploding with light. Behind him, thousands of Arab warriors who were just as fierce roared and charged, their bodies surging with killing intent. In comparison to the Arab cavalry led by Umar, these Arab cavalrymen were one or two levels stronger.


At the first defense line, while the Great Tang shieldmen were able to maintain their nerve, the soldiers from the Western Regions appeared afraid and fearful.


"That's Khaled! A fierce Arab general!"


A grave voice came from Wang Chong's side. Cheng Qianli had ridden up, his worried eyes focused on that deific Arab figure.


"In our two months fighting with the Arabs, no small number of our soldiers died at this Khaled's hands, and they all died extremely gruesome deaths. Khaled likes to throw his opponents into the air and then attack them from below, so corpses rarely emerge intact after a battle. General Xi tried to kill him before, but not only did he fail, he was heavily wounded for his efforts!"


'General Xi' referred to Xi Yuanqing, the number three individual in the Anxi Protectorate army and a Saint Martial expert. His strength was beneath only Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli. If even he had been injured, one could easily imagine just how powerful Khaled was!


"Is that so?"


Wang Chong coldly stared at the distant Khaled, his eyes glowing with murderous intent. The Beast of Arabia, Khaled! Wang Chong had not imagined that Abu Muslim would be sending out one of his best generals right at the start of the battle.


"What fierce Arab general? He doesn't seem like much to me!" Wang Chong placed his hands behind him and confidently said, "General Cheng, there's no need to worry. Call over General Xi. I have a method that will allow him to kill this Khaled!"


"Ah!!"


Cheng Qianli stared at Wang Chong in shock. He had spoken his words to remind Wang Chong to be careful about this formidable opponent, but little had he expected Wang Chong to say that he could turn Xi Yuanqing's defeat into a victory and kill Khaled. Cheng Qianli was stupefied. If anyone else had made this claim, he would have treated it as a joke.


But Wang Chong's earnest expression made those words impossible to discard.


"Protector-General Wang, you really have a way to kill Khaled?"


"If we don't try, how can we know?" Wang Chong indifferently said.


Xi Yuanqing came quickly, riding out through the city gates, his stalwart figure mounted on a pure snow-white steed.


"Protector-General Wang, you were asking for me."


The stalwart man dismounted in front of Wang Chong. His expression was grim, his face seemingly chiseled from stone. He was apparently one of those sober and serious men who had little time for jokes.


Wang Chong said nothing as he carefully examined the number three man of the Anxi Protectorate army. Xi Yuanqing's injuries were not light, and the thick stench of blood was evident before he even got close. Now that he was looking, Wang Chong immediately noticed the bloodied bandages around his body and arm.


His injuries appear very severe, Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


When Gao Xianzhi rode out of the city, he had been accompanied by Cheng Qianli and the other Anxi generals, but Wang Chong had not seen General Xi amongst them. It was obvious that his injuries had been so severe at that time that he had still been recovering in the city.


Whoosh! As Xi Yuanqing steadied himself on the ground, Wang Chong thrust out a hand and gripped his arm. Xi Yuanqing frowned and subconsciously retreated, but despite his lofty cultivation level, he failed to dodge it. His arm suddenly went numb as Wang Chong gripped it, and he soon felt his entire body unable to move. Flabbergasted, he raised his head in shock.


His injuries had kept Xi Yuanqing from meeting Wang Chong, so he had little understanding of this youth. BUt at this moment, he realized that though this temporary Qixi Protector-General appeared to be only sixteen or seventeen, he was a Saint Martial expert that was at his level or even stronger.


"General Xi, don't lose focus. I'm lending you a hand to help you recover!"


As Wang Chong's voice rang in his ears, a surging river of Stellar Energy suddenly flowed into his body. Though dazed for a moment, he quickly reacted, focusing his mind and using Wang Chong's Stellar Energy to stabilize his injuries. The Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art could not only absorb energy, but could also transfer energy and use it to treat another's injuries.


This was a new ability of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art that Wang Chong's master, the Demonic Emperor Old Man, had comprehended in his retirement. However, one could only use this ability at the Saint Martial realm, and only for people at or below one's own cultivation level.


Buzz!


Steam began to pour out of Xi Yuanqing's head, and as Cheng Qianli and the other Anxi generals watched in shock, Xi Yuanqing's pale complexion rapidly became ruddier, and his disorderly aura began to stabilize.


"Lord Protector-General, my deepest gratitude!"


A few moments later, Xi Yuanqing opened his eyes and stared in shock at Wang Chong. He only knew that Wang Chong was an excellent strategist, but he had never heard anything about his astonishing martial prowess. Having reached the Saint Martial realm at only seventeen, he was undoubtedly one of the most outstanding and transcendent existences in the Great Tang.


Wang Chong gave a light smile. In helping Xi Yuanqing recover from his injuries, Wang Chong had slightly paled, but this was nothing worth worrying over. With the abilities of the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, he could recover this energy in mere moments.


"General Xi, if you help someone, you must help them to the end. I have another gift for you."


Wang Chong took several steps forward and whispered into Xi Yuanqing's ears. No one else could hear what he was saying, not even the nearby Cheng Qianli. But all of them could see the shock and consternation on Xi Yuanqing's face when he turned back around.


"Lord Protector-General, my gratitude is beyond words. If it is really as you say and I can really kill Khaled to avenge the gruesome deaths of the Anxi Protectorate army, this Xi will forever be grateful to you!"


Xi Yuanqing's eyes reddened as he reached the end of his words.


The Anxi Protectorate army had only thirty-thousand-some people, and it had relied on these soldiers to suppress all the kingdoms of the Western Regions as well as the attacks from Ü-Tsang and the Western Turks, carving out for itself a legend of its own in the Western Regions. But this would have been impossible without complete unity and trust, a brotherly relationship between the soldiers. One could easily imagine what Xi Yuanqing had felt when he had seen hundreds of his brothers tossed into the air by the Beast of Arabia and blown into pieces.


"It's just a foreign barbarian. There's no need for General Xi to view him with such high regard	," Wang Chong said dismissively. "Get ready to set forth and kill him! Wang Chong and the other generals will await the news of your victory!"


"Kiiill!"


A murderous roar came from amidst the thundering hooves of the Arab army. While Wang Chong had been treating Xi Yuanqing, Khaled and his Iron Beast Army had taken the lead and charged ahead of the rest. They were only around seventy zhang away, and everyone could clearly see the ferocious and muscular bodies of the Iron Beast Army. Each of them was like a savage Vajra Guardian, eyes bulging with fury.


Their bodies and even their horses were covered in armor three inches thick, making them seem like savage mechanical beasts. Even though the Bakr Cataphracts led by Amur had been famed for their thick armor, they were like the moon compared to the sun in the face of Khaled's Iron Beast Army.


There were only around ten thousand cavalry in this charge, but the storm they stirred with their advance slammed against the walls and made them ring and shake. The air in front of the first defense line even began to twist and condense.


"Kill them!"


At a distance of several dozen zhang, Khaled pointed forward with his hammers and let out a cruel and bloodthirsty roar, the terrifying call of a savage beast.


Wang Chong stood next to Cheng Qianli, allowing the fierce winds to sweep past him, his face devoid of emotion. His gaze turned to Chen Bin, standing at the first defense line.


"Ready!"


Chen Bin was standing on one of the tall transport carriages, his expression solemn, his Wootz Steel sword aimed straight forward. Creakcreak! The fifteen hundred ballistae swiftly adjusted their aim toward the charging Iron Beast Army.
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"Fire!"


Boomboomboom!


The thick ballista bolts howled through the air, a furious downpour enveloping the earth. In a flash, the stench of death grew a hundred times stronger. Ballistae! The Great Tang's most powerful weapon and its most powerful tool for dealing with groups. In Wang Chong's hands, these weapons were essentially the scythes of death itself.


In the first clash with Umar on the eastern side of the battlefield, the more than seventy thousand Arab soldiers had been completely crushed by the might of the ballistae.


A volley from fifteen hundred ballistae could bury ten thousand Arab cavalry. This was their terrifying might!


Rooar! A savage shout came from the distant Khaled, a ferocity in his eyes. Boom! A pitch-black halo suddenly exploded from Khaled's body, rapidly expanding. When it hit the ground, it instantly transformed into two black-red war halos.


The moment these two halos appeared, an invisible energy began to spread over the tens of thousands of soldiers in the Iron Beast Army. In the blink of an eye, they all instantly swelled in strength as a metallic luster enveloped them. Not only that, miniature black-red war halos appeared under their feet, boosting their strength.


The Iron Beast Halo!


The Dark Blood Shield!


Khaled had immediately used the two powerful halos upon which he had made his reputation. Unlike other Arab generals, Khaled possessed two extremely high-class war halos. The first could greatly boost the strength and toughness of all metal pieces on his soldiers, including their armor, making them like iron beasts. This halo also served as the origin of the name of the army that Khaled commanded.


As for the second, the Dark Blood Shield, it allowed the Arab warriors under Khaled's command to meld their energy with their horses, transforming the blood energy within them into a shield that would fuse with their armor and further strengthen its defensive capabilities.


These two powerful halos allowed Khaled's Iron Beast Army to sweep unstoppably through the battlefield.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


The long ballista bolts exploded forward, each one accurately aimed at a soldier of the Iron Beast Army. But then, a shocking scene occurred. Extremely sturdy blood-red shields floated up from the Iron Beast Army. The ballista bolts pierced through these shields, continuing onward to strike the Iron Beast Army.


But after piercing through only one soldier, these ballista bolts that could normally pierce through seven or eight, drawing a line of carnage through enemy forces, had their speed and power greatly reduced. It was like they had not shot through a body of flesh and blood, but human-shaped steel.


Boomboomboom! Once the first round of ballista bolts had been fired, the Iron Beast Army was not in the expected disarray. Of the tens of thousands of soldiers, only around one thousand had been felled, and some of them had even managed to avoid a fatal blow and survive the volley.


"How could this be?"


Chen Bin's expression contorted at this sight. Turning his head, he saw that all the ballista teams were in a similar state of shock.


The entire world knew of the power of the Great Tang ballistae. These were the harvesting tools used by the gods of death. In their first encounter with the Arabs, the three thousand ballistae had cut down tens of thousands of Arab cavalry. However, in that salvo just now, each ballista bolt had only been able to shoot through three people at most before their energy was spent. Such a situation had never occurred before.


For a moment, all the ballista team members were quiet, so shocked that they were powerless to speak.


"…I forgot to tell you, Khaled's Iron Beast Army has an extremely terrifying defense. While defending the city, our ballistae also fired on them, but the effects were extremely limited. A good portion of the Arab soldiers scaling the walls were Khaled's Iron Beast soldiers. Lord Protector-General consumed a great deal of Stellar Energy while battling with them at the gate, allowing Abu Muslim to heavily injure him."


Cheng Qianli walked out from the rear, his hair blowing in the fierce wind.


This was a force dispatched by Abu Muslim, and each soldier had astonishing strength and presented a formidable foe to the Anxi Protectorate army. This battle was far more difficult than could be imagined.


"Vice Protector-General, there is no need for such concern. These are just brutes, not worth fearing. And don't we still have General Xi?"


Wang Chong waved his hand, his expression calm and relaxed.


This Beast of Arabia was truly formidable. Wang Chong had never seen the power of ballistae being so severely reduced from the influence of just two halos. But even the strongest beast was still a beast, and Wang Chong had many methods to deal with him. However, the Qixi Protectorate army was much stronger now, so battles at this level did not require his personal intervention.


"Ready!"


At this moment, Chen Bin's eyes flashed, and he immediately issued his second order.


"All soldiers, hear my order! Adjust the angle! Target the horse legs! At the joints! Fire!"


Chen Bin quickly decided to alter his target. Instead of targeting the Iron Beast Army directly, he chose to target the legs of their horses.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


The three rows of ballistae began to engage in volley fire, five hundred ballistae to a volley, filling the sky with a constant rain of ballista bolts. These ballista bolts were fired at a much lower target, and the earth began to shake and boom as this wave of ballista bolts swiftly proved effective. Neeeigh! Horses cried out as their legs were snapped, and many soldiers of the Iron Beast Army were thrown to the ground in clouds of dust.


Khaled's Iron Beast Halo and Dark Blood Shield could defend against the volley fire of the ballistae, but they could not defend the weak leg joints of the horses. To the dreadful power of the ballistae, these joints were so weak that they might as well have been made of paper. Bangbangbang! The thousands of ballista bolts filled the sky, each ballista bolt punching through twenty to thirty horse legs.


The vigorous charge of the Iron Beast Army instantly fell into chaos, warhorse crashing into warhorse, soldier colliding with soldiers, and the air was soon filled with the cries of horses and furious shouts. Moreover, once Khaled's Iron Beast Army fell into chaos, the Arab cavalry charging up from the rear also had their advance impeded. Some of the cavalry, unable to stop in time, even found themselves smashing headlong into the soldiers of the Iron Beast Army.


Thuds and bangs rang out of the churning dust as the entire battlefield fell into disarray.


While Chen Bin's ballista army had not been able to kill any soldiers of the Iron Beast Army in this wave, the small alteration had achieved a goal that multiple volleys could not achieve. In addition, the Iron Beast Army had essentially been crippled by this assault.


"How could this sort of thing happen!"


This unexpected development turned Khaled's pride to fury. A savage expression formed on his face as he stared at his soldiers on the ground. In the first volley, he had only suffered around a thousand losses, but the second round of exactly the same ballista bolts had wiped out his army, killing all his warhorses.


An Iron Beast Army without warhorses had its strength cut in half. They were nothing more than unusually formidable infantry, nothing like the unstoppable and invincible army they once were.


"Fire!"


Chen Bin's voice rang out, his expression cold as he once more gave an order. The target this time was no longer the warhorses, but the thousands upon thousands of now-unhorsed Iron Beast soldiers.


"Damn it! I'll tear you to pieces!" Khaled bellowed, his body bursting with savagery as he urged his horse forward. Together with his black-red halos, he shot like a meteor toward the Tang defense line.


……


While Khaled was thunderously charging to the defense line, Wang Chong had already turned his horse around and begun to ride toward the second defense line. No matter how ferocious Khaled was, he was just one man. In Wang Chong's view, when those tens of thousands of soldiers of the Iron Beast Army were brought to the ground, his aim had been achieved.


Now, no matter how formidable the Arabs were, they would need a significant amount of time to break through the firm Tang defenses.


Now it's time for the Turks and Tibetans.


With this thought, Wang Chong turned his eyes to the east. Awoooo! The mournful howls of wolves reached his ear as the situation on the eastern battlefield underwent an astonishing change. As the sun continued rise from the east, thousands upon thousands of gray wolves surged out from behind the Tibetan and Turkic cavalry.


These massive wolves had their teeth bared and were traveling with incredible speed. In a few moments, they had roared past the cavalry in a furious wave. Wang Chong could see wolves wherever he looked.


Turkic wolves!


Wang Chong's mind whirred as he swept his eyes past the plain and toward the hills on the other side. Beneath that massive banner of the golden wolf, Wang Chong saw that dazzling and sharp-eyed figure. Only the Celestial Wolf Great General Duwu Sili of the Western Turkic Khaganate was capable of bringing so many wolves with him.


Caw!


Before one wave had even settled, another wave rose. Right behind this massive wolf pack, strange cries like those of bawling infants came down from the skies. Wang Chong raised his head and saw a massive dark cloud of Tibetan vultures, a veritable army flying toward the second defense line.


And their goal… was surprisingly the ballista teams on the ground!
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Dalun Ruozan!


Wang Chong didn't even need to think to know that Dalun Ruozan had given the order. There were two commanders on the eastern battlefield. One of them used wolves while the other used vultures. They had separately decided to launch their probing attacks using different methods. Wolves and vultures were creatures of the steppe and the plateau, and Duwu Sili and Dalun Ruozan could get as many of them as they wanted. Not even the severest of losses would make them suffer the slightest heartache.


But they also served as excellent ways to test Wang Chong's defenses on the eastern battlefield.


"Since this is the case, I'll fulfill your desires!"


Wang Chong gazed at those two figures on the hill with bright eyes and a gentle smile on his lips. Duwu Sili and Dalun Ruozan were dreaming if they thought that a vast army of wolves and vultures could break his defense line, and even if they were just probing, they had little chance of finding out anything useful.


Twenty zhang!


Ten zhang!


"Release!"


A cold voice rose from the eastern defense line. In the next moment, the air began to buzz as if crowded with thousands upon thousands of bees. Just as those wolves and vultures were about to arrive, the dense collections of holes atop the steel walls suddenly gleamed with cold light, and tens of thousands of arrows burst out from them.


Awoooo!


An arrow immediately punched a bloody hole through the forehead of the foremost wolf, and seven more arrows immediately nailed the corpse to the ground. This was a mere prelude to the symphony of death about to begin, as tens of thousands of arrows were still in the air, buzzing down from the skies. Soon, the area for eighty zhang in front of the second defense line was a sea of wolf corpses nailed to the ground.


Plushplushplush! In the air, the vultures shrieked in alarm as arrows shot through their necks, wings, and chests, and they plunged to the ground. Down below, it was easy to see the Great Tang soldiers aiming long rectangular chests with numerous holes in them into the air.


A small adjustment was all that was needed to turn the skies into a death zone as well.


Wolves howled and vultures shrieked, the din lasting for only a few seconds, and then the sky was cleared of vultures while the ground was covered in corpses. The battlefield fell silent.


Buzz!


On the distant hill, beneath the banner of the golden wolf, Duwu Sili's eyes were twitching, his face pale.


"What is this?!"


Duwu Sili felt like his understanding of the world had completely changed as he stared at that youth in the distance. Although he had come at Dalun Ruozan's invitation and his goal was also to exterminate all the strength the Great Tang had in the Western Regions, he had never once exchanged blows with Wang Chong.


Those steel installations that could launch tens of thousands of arrows in seconds were something Duwu Sili had never seen in his entire life, and completely overturned his understanding of archery.


Nearby, Dalun Ruozan's eyes were also raging with emotion.


When he had fought with Wang Chong in the war of the southwest, Wang Chong only had his steel walls. In the face of the hundreds of thousands of soldiers in the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army, he could only passively defend. This sort of terrifying killing machine had not been brought into being yet. These beehives were a formidable barrage weapon, and Dalun Ruozan had long ago heard in the royal capital's prison that Wang Chong had used them against Dayan Mangban.


But to hear and to see were two completely different concepts.


When that vast sea of arrows had suddenly appeared in the sky, everyone on the hill had sensed a shock that reached into the deepest depths of their soul.


"Release!"


Similar orders were not only being shouted on the eastern side of the battlefield, but to the west of Talas as well, from the first defense line. Buzz! Tens of thousands of arrows exploded into the air, completely engulfing the Iron Beast Army and the Arab soldiers charging up from behind them.


"Release!"


"Release!"


"Release!"


Each of the thousands of beehives installed on the steel walls had a soldier to operate it. The tens of thousands of arrows blocked out the skies as they whistled through the air. Each arrow was far less lethal than a bolt from a ballista, and a significant portion was blocked by Arabian armor. However, the terrifying number of arrows being fired had created a similarly terrifying power.


Plushplushplush! The sound of arrows plunging through flesh could be heard all across the western Talas battlefield. Before warhorses and their riders could even reach the first defensive line, they would topple to the ground, their bodies covered with arrows. In a few short moments, the area in front of the first defensive line was piled with corpses.


"Fire!"


Standing on a tall transport carriage, Chen Bin swung down his sword again and again. The ballistae fired, wave after wave, each ballista bolt accompanied with a canopy of arrow fire that brought away with it a large batch of Arab soldiers. On this foreign battlefield, the Great Tang ballistae, the symbol of its prosperity and strength, the acme of its craftsmanship, exhibited the full extent of their power.


In the brief time that had elapsed, thousands upon thousands of Arab elites had been felled.


But at this time, the ferocity and fearlessness of the Arabs was also on full display. Despite the combined downpour of death of the ballistae and beehives, despite the increasing numbers of Arab dead piling up in front of the first Tang defense line, the Arab soldiers continued to surge out from the rear, taking the places of the fallen. No fear of death could be seen on their faces. On the contrary, death seemed to them like some enormous honor.


The Arabs were natural fighters and regarded death on the battlefield as the greatest glory. By dying on the battlefield, they would return to the embrace of god and gain for themselves the greatest rewards and honor. Thus, the Arabs were even more ferocious and formidable than the Tibetans and the Turks.


At the sight of this Arab army anxious to charge forward, even Wang Chong couldn't help but widen his eyes.


But conflicts came hand in hand, and while the Arabs were charging forward, the thousands upon thousands of Tibetan and Turkic cavalry began to shout as they charged. The deaths of all those wolves and vultures had failed to inspire any fear or dread in them.


"Huoshu Huicang, send all the soldiers except the Mutri Great Cavalry!"


On the hill, Dalun Ruozan sat upon a Tibetan steed, his eyes firm and resolute. There was no doubting the strength of the Tang. Anyone who wanted to defeat the Great Tang and come away with few losses was being unrealistic and childish.


Battles involved sacrifice, and in this Battle of Talas, Dalun Ruozan had already prepared for the worst scenario. But as long as the Anxi Protectorate army and Qixi Protectorate army could be destroyed and Wang Chong killed, all the sacrifice would be worth it.


This three-party alliance was engaged in a decisive battle with the Great Tang. Any and all necessary actions needed to be carried out.


The Great Tang had no chance of survival!


Dalun Ruozan took two steps forward and asked, "Zhabo, have those items in the rear finished being installed?"


A voice came from the rear. "It's all ready. The only thing necessary is Great Minister's order!"




"Mm."


Dalun Ruozan nodded.


"Inform the Arabs so that we can move together. In addition, begin!"


"Yes!"


A figure behind Dalun Ruozan quickly departed, vanishing behind the hills.


……


Rumble! Amidst the howling wind and thundering hooves, the tens of thousands of Tibetan and Turkic cavalry charged forward. Awoooo! Thousands upon thousands of massive wolves once more surged from the rear. The approach this time, however, was different. Around two hundred zhang from the second defense line, there was a flash of light as all the Tibetans and Turks reached under their horses, all of them taking out round shields.


"Kill!"


"Destroy them all! Conquer the Western Regions!"


"Kill them all!"


Shouts filled the sky. Although the Tibetans and Turks spoke different languages, at this moment, they seemed to be on the same wavelength, acting as a single army. They all pressed against the backs of their horses, the round shields on their arms raised into the air like umbrellas, protecting the majority of their and their horses' weak points.


All the Tang soldiers at the second line of defense were visibly taken aback by this sight. Whether it was with the vultures, wolves, or these round shields, the Tibetans and Turks had clearly come prepared.


"Ready!"


With a clang, Xu Keyi unsheathed his sword, his cold and lofty voice ringing over the defense line. Xu Keyi's order immediately caused the fifteen hundred ballistae to creak, the sharp tips of their ballista bolts gleaming under the light of the rising sun as they were slowly brought to bear on the charging Tibetans and Turks.


But at this moment, Xu Keyi sensed a flash, and he subconsciously closed his eyes.


"Sunlight!"


Xu Keyi felt his heart chill and his face pale. He hadn't noticed before, but he finally realized that the sun's position at this moment was exactly at the angle needed to shine into their eyes while his teams were aiming their ballistae. This also happened to be the moment the Tibetans and Turks had chosen to attack.


Did Dalun Ruozan calculate even this?


Xu Keyi suddenly had a very ill foreboding.


Dalun Ruozan was a strategist, a wise minister, a master of calculation. He was a powerful foe of the marquis who had managed to push the Tang to the very brink in the empire's southwest. This time, Dalun Ruozan had managed to lead his army to Talas while avoiding all of Zhang Que's scouts, and he had even brought wolves, vultures, and the round shields used by the cavalry. But if he was even able to calculate the time of his attack to match the angle of the sunlight, then he was truly terrifying beyond belief.
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"Lower your eyes, avoid the sunlight, and pay attention to the shadows on the ground!"


Wang Chong's familiar voice suddenly rose from the rear of the Tang army. His words immediately calmed his soldiers and they lowered their eyes. Xu Keyi quickly calmed down as well.


"Adjust the angle. Pay attention to the area under the horses. Ready!"


Xu Keyi soon gave off a string of orders, but just when his sword was ready to swing down, he suddenly heard a piercing whistle. A round shadow rapidly began to expand behind the second defense line, and before anyone could react, a boulder two armspans in circumference dropped from the sky and crashed into the area behind the ballista army.


"Stone throwers!"


Wang Chong's eyes flew open at the sight of this boulder dropping from the sky.


"Careful!"


But before he could give any further warnings, a massive explosion came from behind him. Turning his head, Wang Chong saw a blazing fire belching out black smoke, fed by a thick, black liquid flowing across the ground.


Arabian Kerosene!


Wang Chong's pupils constricted as he recognized this liquid. In a flash, countless thoughts flew through his mind.


Catapults!


Arabia and Ü-Tsang had used these things against him at the same time!


"Release!"


On the eastern end of the battlefield, hundreds of catapults stood unseen behind the hills. Tense Tibetans continued to assemble catapults from wooden parts.


The Tibetan Plateau was primarily grassland and lacked tall trees, so Dalun Ruozan had obtained the lumber needed to build these catapults from Mengshe Zhao merchants. The internal makeup of Wang Chong's steel modules, as well as their methods of construction and assembly, were still mysteries for the various countries, but Dalun Ruozan had been inspired to use this modular method for his catapults so that he could transport them to Talas.


The Great Tang was famed for its ballistae. On the battlefield, these weapons were nigh unstoppable.


And these catapults still in the middle of construction were the weapons Dalun Ruozan planned to use to counter Wang Chong.


"Release!"


With this order, large boulders were thrown into the air, drawing massive arcs through the sky as they crossed the hills, crossed the eastern battlefield, and landed in the rear of the first defensive line, where all the ballistae were stationed.


Boom!


One ballista was not able to move in time and was smashed into pieces by a large boulder, along with the transport carriage beneath it, causing metal shards, ballista bolts, and carriage wheels to fly in all directions. As for the five warriors around the ballista, they were tossed through the air like ragdolls by the enormous force of the impact.


Boom! Another boulder crashed down, crushing two Qixi soldiers into pulp. And then a third, a fourth… The air shrieked as hundreds upon hundreds of boulders hurtled through the air.


"Release!"


While this was happening, on the western side of the battlefield, behind the more than two hundred thousand Arab soldiers, imposing catapults more than ten meters tall stood in a neat row. In front of these catapults, a sharp-eyed Arab general swung down his arm.


Boomboomboom! Large metal balls howled through the air, flying over the battlefield to land between the first and second defense lines. When these metal balls struck the ground, they exploded into pieces, immediately igniting the viscous Arabian Kerosene contained within them into a roaring fire.


As these metal balls rained down, the area behind the first defense line was soon turned into a sea of fire. The situation rapidly worsened, and in a few moments, the Great Tang was in a terrible plight.


Rumble! Availing themselves of the chaos, the Arabs advanced, bellowing as they smashed against the steel walls and the first line of shields. The walls and infantry shuddered as the sharp clanging of metal filled the air.


"Charge!"


"Kill them all!"


"All heretics must die!"


These Arabic roars filled the sky.


……


To the east, hooves pounded against the earth as the Tibetan and Turkic cavalry used the catapults and sunlight to cover their advance, the wolves at the very front of their force.


"Lord Marquis, what do we do? The Tibetans are aiming at the ballistae!"


Xu Keyi's worried voice came from the front. The situation on the battlefield had changed too quickly. Just moments ago, they had held the advantage, but their situation was now extremely unfavorable.


"Can you see where their catapults are?"


Wang Chong sat on the White-hoofed Shadow, his hair blowing in the fierce winds. As the boulders rained down, some of them landed only a few steps from him, their shockwaves even reaching the White-hoofed Shadow, but Wang Chong seemed to be perpetually calm.


"No! All the catapults are behind the hills. It's not possible for us to fire on them!" Xu Keyi worriedly replied.


On their march from Qixi to Talas, they had used these very same hills to catch Umar and his Arabs by surprise. But now, Dalun Ruozan was using these hills against them.


Behind the hills, the catapults were in an impregnable position, and someone of Dalun Ruozan's formidable calculation abilities could have the catapults fire at the angle necessary to strike the ballistae.


The inferiority of a ballista's firing angle in comparison to a catapult's was on full display here.


At this moment, Chen Bin worriedly shouted from the first defensive line, "Lord Marquis, what do we do?"


The metal balls packed with kerosene were continuing to drop down from the sky, causing fires to rage and dark smoke to fill the area, and many people had even been covered by the kerosene and set on fire. The dark smoke was so thick that it even obscured the vision of the ballista teams.


The Arabian Kerosene was having an even greater effect than the Tibetan catapults.


"Dalun Ruozan!"


Wang Chong's eyes shone with cold light as he looked past the second defense line to that sharp-eyed figure standing beneath the white yak banner. Wang Chong would be a fool if he believed that Dalun Ruozan had not come prepared, that all this was mere coincidence. It was obvious that Dalun Ruozan had prepared an extremely long time for this day.


At the very least, these catapults were not something that could be prepared in a short time.


"Lord Marquis, I'll take the Wushang Cavalry and destroy the catapults!"


Amidst the downpour of boulders, Li Siye spoke in an infuriated tone, his eyes blazing with killing intent.


The situation was urgent, and Dalun Ruozan had clearly brought several hundred catapults with him. In addition, all of these had been placed out of the line of sight, those hills providing the best defense. The hundred-thousand-some Tang soldiers were in great peril.


"There's no need!" Wang Chong declared. He could hear the clanging and crashing, the screams of the army, but his face remained determined and composed.


"The situation isn't that dangerous yet. In addition, Duwu Sili, Huoshu Huicang, and Dusong Mangpoje, three Great Generals, are still on those hills. Just how do you plan on getting past them?!"


Li Siye froze, immediately at a loss for words.


Those three elite Great Generals of Ü-Tsang and the Western Turkic Khaganate gathered on those hills were an uncrossable barrier, even harder to overcome than the hills.


In the future, Li Siye would ascend to the Imperial Great General level and be titled the Invincible Great General, but that was still in the future. At the moment, he was still half a step away from breaking into the Saint Martial realm. If he were to encounter three Imperial Great Generals, the only thing awaiting him would be death.


"But, Milord, can we only watch then?" Li Siye resentfully said, his heart completely unwilling to accept this idea.


Wang Chong said nothing, merely gazed at that blue-robed figure as innumerable thoughts flitted through his mind. Dalun Ruozan was much more prepared than he had imagined. The Great Tang ballistae were well known, and if Dalun Ruozan had been paying attention to him, he must have gathered even more information. These catapults were hidden behind the hills precisely to guard against any of Wang Chong's countermeasures.


However, no matter how much Dalun Ruozan had prepared, he was foreordained to not get his wish. After all, he had not been the only one preparing for this battle.


"Senior Zhang, get ready!" Wang Chong suddenly said.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!" An elderly voice came from the rear.


Stunned, Li Siye turned and saw Zhang Shouzhi, wearing a black and green robe, standing upon a carriage. After giving a respectful bow, not even glancing at Li Siye, Zhang Shouzhi took his ten-some disciples and rushed to the towering walls of Talas, quickly entering through the gate.


When Zhang Shouzhi left, Wang Chong turned to the nearby straight-backed Chen Burang, who had clearly been waiting to receive orders. "Chen Burang, you go as well! In this battle, your strength will be required to deal with the Arabs and the Tibetans!"


Chen Burang was an archer, and he should have been on the frontlines, but during this battle, Wang Chong had called him back and told him to wait at his side.
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"Understood!"


Chen Burang's face was solemn as he replied, and it was apparent that he had been waiting for Wang Chong's order for some time.


"I will not let Lord Marquis down!"


Chen Burang gave a subservient bow, then he called over his warhorse and took off in a cloud of dust, riding toward Talas in pursuit of Zhang Shouzhi. With this taken care of, Wang Chong turned his gaze to deal with other matters.


"All infantry and axemen, take heed! Prepare to eliminate the wolf packs as they come in. Beehive team, get ready to sweep the field. Ballista teams, fire at will, and be ready to retreat at any time!


"Xue Qianjun, pass on my order to the first defense line. Have them use sand and dirt to cover the Arabian Kerosene and extinguish the fire!


"Craftsman teams, set up bunkers. Logistics teams, get ready to repair the ballistae!"


As Wang Chong issued these orders, his eyes remained wise and unperturbed, as if nothing in the world could shake him. The disordered army quickly and effectively executed these orders. A team was formed to hunt down the wolves that managed to get past the defense line, while another team set about using sand and dirt to quench the oily flames, swiftly bringing the blaze under control.


Although the flames were still burning, they were several times weaker and no longer as terrifying. More importantly, those clear and effective orders had immediately reestablished calm in the army. Even though people were still being smashed and burned to death, the Qixi Protectorate army soldiers all calmed down, as did the mercenaries of the Western Regions.


"Do you see that? In order to deal with the Tang, the Arabs and I prepared for a very long time, but he needed only a few moments to stabilize an army of more than one hundred thousand. Even those unorganized mercenaries from the Western Regions obeyed his orders. Just how many people possess this sort of ability for command and fast reaction time?"


On the eastern end of the battlefield, Dalun Ruozan stood atop a high hill, his hands held behind him, his eyes shining with a profound light as he looked into the distance. Even though Wang Chong was his enemy, Dalun Ruozan still had to sigh in admiration at Wang Chong's talent for the art of war.


Though the Ngari Royal Lineage had been destroyed, though two hundred thousand of its cavalry had been buried in the southwest, Dalun Ruozan had nothing to say about his loss. Some people had a talent that was like the blazing sun in the sky, so dazzling and radiant that no one could ignore it. Even their opponents would find it difficult to suppress a feeling that they were extremely lucky to fight against such an enemy.


"Alas, we are still enemies! With this sort of person here, neither the Tibetans nor the Western Turks will be able to sleep at night. This was also why I got in touch with General. This kind of person must be killed!"


Duwu Sili said nothing in reply, only turned to the refined Dalun Ruozan with a strange look on his face. Since their relationship was one of sworn enemies, Wang Chong naturally had to be killed. Admiring one's opponent on the battlefield was extremely odd behavior in Duwu Sili's eyes and was certainly not his style.


"Great Minister is truly an interesting person."


Duwu Sili's lips slowly perked into a smirk, one tinged with cruelty.


"I have never respected my enemies. I only like to kill them. Anyone who makes an enemy of me will only be meeting with death! My best enemies are the dead ones!"


Dalun Ruozan shot a glance at him and gave a faint smile in reply.


People were inevitably different from each other. The Great Peng was different from an eagle, and dragons were different from tigers. Duwu Sili was a fierce general, not a strategic one!


"Pass on my order! Increase the strength of the assault! In addition, begin attacking the Tang steel walls as well."


Dalun Ruozan waved his sleeve and gave orders without turning his head.


"Yes, Great Minister!"


A messenger quickly left with these new orders.


Dalun Ruozan gave a satisfied nod. Everything was on the right track. The Tibetan catapults and Arabian Kerosene were proving successful in suppressing the Tang, and if this continued, victory was assured.


"Great Minister, look over there!"


A shout of warning immediately attracted everyone's notice, originating from a Tibetan general at Dalun Ruozan's side. His arm was raised, his finger pointed not at the battlefield, but at the nearby looming city of Talas. Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, Dusong Mangpoje, and even Duwu Sili were momentarily dazed, and then they turned to see what was being pointed at.


As they looked up the mottled, scorched, yet majestic walls of Talas, they could clearly see the gleam of metal on the southeast corner of the walls. Armored Great Tang soldiers were laboring on the walls, setting up a row of some extremely complicated and strange objects.


"What are they doing?" Duwu Sili blurted out. Despite his vast breadth of experience and his status as Western Turkic Great General, having even defeated Beiting Protector-General An Sishun once, he had never seen this sort of set-up.


"I do not know!"


Dalun Ruozan's reply was short, and he blinked constantly. His intelligence reports contained no information about these things, but purely on instinct, Dalun Ruozan had a very bad feeling. Regardless of what sort of steel objects were being installed on the walls of Talas, it was bad news for the Tibetans and Turks.


"Impossible! Could he have already planned for this?!"


Dalun Ruozan's face slightly paled as this thought occurred to him. He had never believed that Wang Chong would have predicted this battle like he had, so he logically shouldn't have made as many preparations as Dalun Ruozan had. But in the next moment, he heard an enormous boom.


Rumble!


A massive black silhouette flew through the air, flying past the three Great Generals and landing behind the hills.


"Mm?"


Duwu Sili squinted, his slender eyes instantly exploding with a fierce light. Clang! Before anyone could see what Duwu Sili had done, a blazing saber glow soared into the skies like the rising sun, roaring like a dragon. Boom! With a flash, that black silhouette several dozen zhang in the air suddenly exploded into bits and pieces.


But the moment that Duwu Sili struck, another large boom came from the rear. One of the just-completed catapults, ready to throw its boulder, had been crushed by a large boulder dropping out of the air.


Dalun Ruozan, Duwu Sili, Huoshu Huicang, and Dusong Mangpoje all paled.


Catapults!


They understood everything now. Those steel installations Wang Chong had built up on the walls of Talas were actually also catapults, ones made of steel. And judging by their effects, they were even more powerful than the catapults that Dalun Ruozan had made out of wood!


"Release!"


Dalun Ruozan's catapult unit behind the hills was not the only one to fall under attack. On the western walls of Talas, the side facing the Arabs, Chen Burang swung down his right hand, and the heavy steel catapults immediately began to fire, flinging massive boulders high into the air. After drawing a massive arc through the air, crossing the entire western battlefield, they plummeted into the rear of the Arab army.


Bang!


The dense shower of boulders descended upon the Arab catapults, crushing them into pieces. Boom! One of the boulders landed in the small mountain of metal balls piled next to a catapult, the enormous impact instantly pulverizing the balls and spilling the black kerosene over the ground.


One of the nearby Arab commanders reacted too slowly and ended up being splashed with the kerosene.


"Shit! Careful!"


The face of the Arab commander contorted, but before he had any time to react, a fire arrow had already landed in the pool of kerosene. Fwoosh! Flames licked the air, setting that unlucky Arab commander on fire.


"Ah!"


His miserable scream cut through the sky, opening the curtain on this wave of attacks.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


Under Chen Burang's command, boulder after boulder was flung from the walls of Talas into the Arab catapult unit. The attacks of catapults were random and had no accuracy to speak of, with a large error range. They were far inferior to ballistae in this aspect.


But the ferocity of catapults paired with Chen Burang's astonishing perception and hearing made for a terrifying combination. Although they were still not as accurate as ballistae, they were able to aim surprisingly well with Chen Burang's assistance.


Boomboomboom! Hundreds of stones were cast from the walls of Talas, aimed at the mountains of metal balls piled next to the catapults. One after another, these piles were smashed open, allowing the black kerosene to spill out and flow across the ground.


And each time, a fire arrow soon arrived, shooting into the ground to ignite a roaring fire. The Arab catapult unit immediately transformed into a sea of fire, discharging smoke so thick that the sunlight was blocked out.


"Change the target! Aim at the walls of Talas!"


"It's useless! They're too high up! They're far outside our range!"


The Arab officers attempted to change their targets to the walls of Talas, but at this moment, Gao Xianzhi's choice to occupy Talas first was showing its benefits. Wang Chong's steel catapults stationed on the walls had far greater range and power than those of the Tibetans or Arabs.
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"Hurry! Withdraw the catapults! Get them away from here! We can't let them all get destroyed!"


An Arab officer reacted quickly, ordering the catapults to be pushed out of the battle zone. Although these catapults were large and heavy, each of them had been fitted with eight huge wheels to make them easy to move. But would Chen Burang allow them to retreat at a time like this?


Boomboomboom! In a few short moments, eighty percent of the catapults that the Arabs had constructed were destroyed. Those prepared piles of metal balls next to the catapults had become their greatest weak point.


The entire region was aflame.


"Damn it!"


In the wake of this unexpected assault, the metal balls being flung toward the first Tang defense line soon vanished, and as the fires were extinguished, so did the flames and smoke, leaving behind only a few embers. Upon seeing this, Abu Muslim and Ziyad, the chief and deputy commanders of the Arab army, both paled.


The advantage they had created had instantly evaporated.


Abu Muslim's eyes darkened as he ordered, "Fahad, go and kill that Tang commander on the wall!"


The Arab catapults had destroyed many hardy cities before. Not once had they ever been destroyed by enemy catapults, much less been vanquished by their own kerosene. Abu Muslim had immediately identified the source of the problems as the Tang officer on the walls of Talas.


"Yes!"


A fully-armored Arab general stepped out from behind Abu Muslim. Creeeak! The Arab general Fahad gripped an ivory bow taller than a man with his left hand, while his right hand nocked an arrow more than five feet long, its point gleaming like a red jewel. Slowly, he locked onto Chen Burang.


As he drew on the bowstring, all light in a radius of ten zhang began to twist and gather around the jewel-like tip of the arrow, causing it to exude a dangerous light.


Boom!


The sky seemed to explode with a peal of thunder as Fahad unleashed the arrow toward the wall. Such was its speed that one moment, it was in Fahad's hand, and the next, it was only a few zhang from Chen Burang on the walls.


Buzz!


Chen Burang grimaced at the sudden appearance of this arrow. His ears had already heard the arrow's approach, but his body was too slow to react.


The enemy was much, much stronger than he was!


A Saint Martial archer!


Chen Burang's face went as white as paper at this thought. He was a member of Kunwu Training Camp's Deflecting Blade Manor, and was both an excellent strategist and archer. He commanded these catapults to exhibit a might that few other commanders could reach.


But though Chen Burang was an exceedingly capable commander, his cultivation level was not as impressive. The Arabs had sent a Saint Martial expert to deal with him, and at Chen Burang's level, he was almost certainly doomed.


It's over!


This was the only thought in Chen Burang's mind.


Bang!


Just when Chen Burang had closed his eyes to wait for death, an invisible barrier of energy suddenly engulfed him. Boom!Fahad's destructive arrow struck the energy barrier like it had run into a steel wall. Clang! A shockwave spread out as the red jewel of the arrow tip along with the arrow itself pulverized themselves against the barrier.


"Protector-General!"


Hearing a noise from behind him, Chen Burang opened his eyes and turned around. Seeing the relaxed figure of Anxi's Protector-General slowly striding toward him, he gave a sigh of relief.


"Continue to command! With me here, there's nothing to worry about," said Gao Xianzhi as he strode forward and placed Chen Burang behind him. Amidst the blustery winds, Gao Xianzhi's eyes exploded with a dazzling light as his gaze locked onto the distant Abu Muslim and the archer general behind him.


Abu Muslim seemed to sense something, and he slightly leaned forward, his eyes meeting with Gao Xianzhi's. Over the last two months, these two had become mortal foes, and as their gazes met, both could sense the intense will to fight in their counterpart.


Ziyad took two steps forward and began to speak. "Milord, what if we bring a few more generals…"


"That's not necessary. With Gao Xianzhi there, we won't be able to kill him."


Abu Muslim waved his hand, rejecting Ziyad's suggestion.


"The catapult unit is finished. There's no need to worry about it anymore. Inform the soldiers on the front to strengthen the assault. I want the Tang defense line on the west side torn to shreds by sunset, absolutely destroyed! No matter what, we must utterly crush the Great Tang!"


"Yes, Milord!"


Ziyad quickly left to relay Abu Muslim's orders.


This battle was absolutely critical, the decisive battle between Arabia and the Great Tang. A simple messenger could not properly convey Abu Muslim's will. Ziyad had to go personally.


……


With the entrance of Chen Burang and the steel catapults onto the battlefield, Dalun Ruozan and Abu Muslim's strategy rapidly crumbled. The catapult unit that Dalun Ruozan had ensconced behind the hills and Abu Muslim's catapult unit in the rear of the Arab army were soon completely destroyed.


Meanwhile, behind the Tang defense line, all the fires had been extinguished, and the circumstances of the Tang army had completely reversed once more.


"Fire!"


Grasping this opportunity, Chen Bin swiftly gave the order to his ballista teams to fire on the Arab forces. The first defense line was already in a rather perilous state. During the kerosene assault, Chen Bin's ballistae had not been able to operate as usual, allowing the Arab cavalry to charge up to the walls.


All the steel walls and infantry were suffering furious waves of attacks, clattering and banging drowning out all other sound. All the Arab cavalry on the front lines were doing their utmost to break through.


Meanwhile, the Tang infantry were clenching their teeth as they did all they could to hold the line.


"Hold! Don't let them get past!"


"Stop them! This is an order!"


All the infantry were tensed up, the veins bulging from their foreheads, their faces reddening as they exerted all their strength. At this moment, Chen Bin's ballistae began to fire.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


The long ballista bolts howled through the air like the scythes of death as they once more made their presence known on the battlefield. Boom! An Arab cavalryman attempting to break through the infantry lines was readying for another charge when a pitch-black bolt blew through his chest, carrying him off his horse and into a second horseman, a third, a fourth…


A single ballista bolt had blasted through seven fully-armored Arab cavalrymen, and this was only the beginning.


Thwooshthwooshthwoosh! The numerous ballista bolts each took at least six Arab cavalry with them, and in a single round, the Arabs had lost around seven thousand cavalry at the first defense line. Volley after volley ceaselessly descended upon the Arabs.


The Arabs were losing men at an astonishing rate, and the area in front of the defense line was soon covered in corpses of both man and horse, blood flowing freely across the earth. But the Arabs were in a complete frenzy at this point, past caring about any casualties. Close-quarters combat was where the Arabs displayed the height of their legendary ferocity. As long as they could kill their enemies, topple them with fierce and crazed assaults, they did not care what losses they suffered.


This courage and fearlessness had allowed the Arabs to create a legend of invincibility that stretched from the Cong Mountains to the Red Sea.


"Kill!"


Innumerable savage-faced Arab horsemen charged heedlessly at the first defense line. Swoosh! An Arab horseman raised the spear in his hand and threw it over the shields into the dense Tang ranks.


Caught by surprise, several Tang infantry were run through by the spear and nailed to the earth. A rain of such spears descended, rapidly inflicting casualties on the Tang soldiers. Moreover, even though the Arabs were under attack by both the beehives and the ballistae, they continued to press forward, using the piles of corpses to clamber over the walls and jump over the shields.


Squelchsquelchsquelch! Behind the shields, the soldiers of Greater and Lesser Balur thrust out their pikes again and again. Like agile snakes, these pikes were able to find the chinks in the Arab armor and thrust through, impaling the Arab soldiers.


The pikemen of Greater and Lesser Balur were fully displaying their might. In terms of pure armor-piercing capabilities, no one else in the Western Regions could compare to them. But not even this could stop the Arabs.


"Fight! Kill them all!"


An Arab soldier scaled a wall using the corpses and then, gripping his scimitar with both hands, jumped into the Tang soldiers and began to madly hack and slash. One, two, three… countless Arab soldiers, heedless of death, charged at the first defense line.


They came in a ceaseless flood, and not even the beehives or ballistae could stop them.


The situation was not just becoming critical at the first line. On the eastern side of the battlefield, behind the second defense line, the situation of the Qixi Protectorate army was also worsening.
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"Release!"


Xu Keyi led the remaining ballista teams in working with the beehives to frenziedly fire at the oncoming Western Turkic and Tibetan cavalry.


Dalun Ruozan's catapults had been far more effective than expected, especially against Xu Keyi's ballista teams, as they had been the primary target. In those successive rains of stones, forty to fifty ballistae had been destroyed, and a significant portion had been damaged and were still being repaired.


Even though the steel catapults on the walls had succeeded in bringing an end to the attacks, the Turkic and Tibetan cavalry had succeeded in reaching the second defense line. Xu Keyi could only make as much as he could of the time remaining to fire on the enemy soldiers.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


Volley after volley of ballista bolts was fired, howling through the air and causing chaos in front of the second defense line. Tibetan and Turkic cavalry were dying in droves, their bodies kicking up dust as they were dragged along the ground. But in truth, the lethality of Xu Keyi's assault was far less impressive than it seemed.


Dalun Ruozan and Duwu Sili had equipped almost all their cavalry with those round shields, which their soldiers hid behind, pressing their bodies against their horses. Thus, the same ballista bolts were made several times less effective.


A ballista bolt would only kill four or five, at most six enemy cavalry. To an army of one hundred and twenty thousand, this did not even count as a severe wound.


"Ready!"


A calm and energetic voice roared over the eastern battlefield. Li Siye rode forward on his Ferghana steed and flourished his emblematic Wootz Steel sword. As this massive sword was raised, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry quickly assembled behind him.


All of them wore Meteoric Metal armor and wielded Wootz Steel swords. In terms of both mental and physical strength, they were at their prime and could be considered the strongest force of cavalry in the history of the Central Plains. More importantly, these five thousand cavalry were all extremely disciplined and coordinated, in a way that no other cavalry force could compare.


"All soldiers! Prepare for battle!"


The sounds of more swords unsheathing could be heard behind the second defense line. Li Siye and his Wushang Cavalry were not the only ones getting ready for battle. Sun Zhiming, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, and the other elites of Deflecting Blade Manor were lining up with the soldiers of Qixi and the mercenary cavalry from the Western Regions, forming neat squares and rows as they readied for the fight.


This Battle of Talas was not the first time the people of Deflecting Blade Manor and the mercenaries of the Western Regions had fought alongside Li Siye, and all of them were prepared to launch a joint assault.


Awooo!


The tens of thousands of gray wolves were rushing over. No one knew how many wolves Duwu Sili had brought with him, but they seemed endless. The beehives would clear a batch, only for them to be replaced by yet another batch. In the skies, the vultures continued to give their strange cries as they flew back and forth, up and down. But the most concerning force of all was still those tens of thousands of Turkic and Tibetan cavalry.


"Kill!!"


The enemy cavalry roared as they increased their speed. Neither the beehives nor the ballistae could stop them now.


Twenty zhang!


Ten zhang!


"Charge!"


Without the slightest hesitation, Li Siye aimed his sword forward and charged out from the steel walls like a lightning bolt. Rumble! The earth trembled as the five thousand Wushang Cavalry shot forward like a sword leaving its sheath, following Li Siye in his charge.


So incredible was their momentum that their charge of five thousand exuded the power of fifty thousand.


"Kill!"


At the same time, Sun Zhiming, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, and the Qixi soldiers charged forward as well. All of them were bellowing, afraid to fall behind as they streaked toward the Turks and Tibetans with terrifying speed. Wang Chong had chosen to execute a completely different strategy on the second defense line. More than forty thousand Tang cavalry charged out from behind the steel walls to confront the Tibetans and Turks. They had not chosen to retreat, but to charge at the enemy.


In the Central Plains, the Great Tang had no reason to retreat, not against the Western Turks and not against the Tibetans.


Rumble!


The two forces of cavalry crashed against each other like prehistoric beasts, neither side willing to back down. Boom! Crash! Swords flashed, and in the blink of an eye, thousands of Turkic and Tibetan cavalry had fallen beneath the hooves of the five thousand Wushang Cavalry.


In front of Wootz Steel swords, the armor worn by the Tibetans and Turks might as well have been made of paper, and was instantly cut to pieces. The five thousand Wushang Cavalry unstoppably slashed and hacked through the Turko-Tibetan army like they were slicing vegetables.


Boom! In a single charge, the elite center of the Turko-Tibetan army had been shattered, tens of thousands of soldiers falling to chaos.


"Charge! Those who offend my Great Tang will all be punished, no matter how far away they are! Kill them all!"


Stimulated by the charge of Li Siye and the Wushang Cavalry, Sun Zhiming, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, and the other elites of Deflecting Blade Manor felt the blood surge to their heads, and they led their own groups of cavalry into the fray. Boomboomboom! Defensive halos, charging halos, attacking halos, strength halos… they burst out from their bodies like bamboo sprouting out of the ground after the rain.


Halo clattered against halo and warhorse crashed against warhorse, the soldiers on both sides mingling together.


Sun Zhiming, Zhuang Zhengping, and Chi Weisi led their tens of thousands of soldiers in brave charges on the battlefield, but unlike ordinary commanders, they did not merely engage in a stalemate with the Tibetans and Turks. They worked with Li Siye to further improve the situation of the Tang in this battle.


Neigh!


Sun Zhiming led his cavalry in an arc around Li Siye, charging into the eight thousand Tibetans on the flank, precisely at the point where they were the least organized. The time and place of this attack were perfect, and amidst the crashing of horses and the gleaming of sabers, Sun Zhiming's forces swiftly scattered the Tibetans.


The army that had been divided in two by Li Siye's assault now fell into further disorder.


Meanwhile, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, Gao Feng, and Nie Yan, these students from Deflecting Blade Manor, were working together to open the way for Li Siye, assaulting the right and left flanks. They had all been taught Wang Chong's art of war and received a systematic education in tactics.


Not only that, when Wang Chong wasn't present, under his suggestion, they had begun to learn from each other. Sun Zhiming had taken what he had learned from Wang Chong and his own insights into cavalry tactics, and given public lectures on them in Deflecting Blade Manor. With the guidance of this future number one cavalry general of the Great Tang, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, Gao Feng, Nie Yan, and all the others had developed a far deeper understanding of cavalry tactics than the ordinary person.


They might not have been physically strong, but in terms of battlefield intuition and execution of tactics, they were amazing.


Boomboomboom!


The sickening crunch of collisions filled the air in front of the second defense line as the members of Deflecting Blade Manor led their cavalry like a wave sweeping through the enemy army. The forty thousand Tang cavalry had soon scattered the sixty thousand Tibetans and Turks.


At this sight, Duwu Sili, Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, and Dusong Mangpoje couldn't help but stare in shock.


"Just who are these people? When did the Great Tang start to have so many formidable figures that even the Qixi Protectorate has so many of them!"


Duwu Sili was an extremely experienced general, and his intention in coming to Talas had been to deal with Gao Xianzhi, Wang Chong, and a few of the more renowned generals of the Anxi Protectorate army. He had not expected that Wang Chong would have so many formidable tactical generals under his command. They didn't seem very strong, but their grasp of the battlefield was simply beyond belief.


Even though he was watching from the hills, he could still feel the sharpness of that threat. Those minor generals of the Great Tang were leading those tens of thousands of cavalry like numerous swords, thrusting in and out of the Turkic and Tibetan soldiers, scattering these veteran elites. It was easy to see just how much of a threat these commanders posed.


"I do not know!"


Dalun Ruozan finally spoke, his brow furrowed. Duwu Sili was not the only one surprised at this result. In the past, Dalun Ruozan had known that Wang Chong was an extremely formidable strategist and tactician, but he had never known that even Wang Chong's subordinates would be so terrifying. Such subordinates only increased the threat that Wang Chong posed, like giving a tiger wings.


As for the weak point that was their lack of physical strength, this was not very important.


"I have heard that the Great Tang has three military training camps established by the Great Tang's Sage Emperor. Of them, the Kunwu Training Camp has a Deflecting Blade Manor that was established by the current Qixi Protector-General. That Deflecting Blade Manor took in quite a few students of Kunwu Training Camp, and these are probably the people we are now facing."


Dalun Ruozan's hair fluttered in the wind as he spoke.


Although he still didn't understand much about those minor generals, Dalun Ruozan did regard Wang Chong as his mortal enemy, so he understood much more about him than Duwu Sili. In that moment, Dalun Ruozan had grasped the background of Sun Zhiming, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, Gao Feng, and Nie Yan.
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Li Siye, Sun Zhiming, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, Gao Feng, Nie Yan… these commanders led the forces of Qixi in a frenzied charge in front of the second defense line. However, just their force of forty thousand could not stop the charge of the more than one hundred thousand Turko-Tibetan elites. For soldiers, quality outweighed quantity. This battle was taking place in Talas, west of the Cong Mountains, and the Tibetans and Turks had needed absolute secrecy in their approach, so they were not capable of bringing that many soldiers.


Thus, while Dalun Ruozan had only brought around seventy thousand and Duwu Sili had only brought around forty thousand, these were the elite of the elite.


Though they were fighting against forty thousand powerful soldiers of the Great Tang, they continued to come in endless waves. Not even Li Siye and his Wushang Cavalry wreaking havoc through their lines could stop all of them.


Some of the Turks and Tibetans had even chosen to go around Li Siye and Sun Zhiming to attack the second defense line together with Duwu Sili's wolves, with Xu Keyi's ballista force being one of their primary targets.


Neigh!


A warhorse cried out as a Turkic cavalryman borrowed a pile of wolf corpses to jump over the shields of the infantry and land behind them. Swishswishswish! Countless sabers, spears, swords, and halberds came at him from all sides.


This Turk's body landed as a sieve that leaked blood, a corpse that could not be any more dead. But his arrival was like a signal, as he was soon followed by the rest of the army, Turkic and Tibetan cavalry jumping over in twos and threes, landing in the middle of the army to take the place of the fallen.


"Kiiill!"


Meanwhile, on the other side, a frenzied shout echoed through the sky, spoken not in the language of the Tang, but in an Arabic tongue that was suffused with a brutal and bloodthirsty aura. Khaled, the Beast of Arabia, had previously had his Iron Beast Army essentially crippled by the Tang ballistae.


But the Iron Beast Army had still played a major role. They had raised up the corpses on the battlefield, using them as shields to block the ballista fire. They might have lost their warhorses, but the Iron Beast Halo and the Dark Blood Shield remained in place, still reducing the lethality of the ballistae.


Roooar! A dismounted Iron Beast soldier raised up high the massive corpse of a horse as he charged at a ballista. A ballista bolt pierced through the dead horse and through his armor, but then it was deflected by his charge and went shooting off into the sky.


Only the warriors of the Arabian Empire, who fought to live and fought to the death, would dare to so fearlessly and ferociously use their bodies to block a ballista bolt.


The fearless Iron Beast Army had obtained an incredibly precious opportunity for the rest of the Arab army. Thousands upon thousands of their men had fallen to the beehives and ballistae, but thousands upon thousands more had used the chance bought by the fallen to charge up to the steel walls.


Soldiers were constantly braving the forest of pikes, using the corpses to leap into the fray. Even if they ended up pincushioned by attacks from all sides, they still charged in, heedless of death. The concept of fear did not seem to exist in the minds of these Arabs.


The more death there was, the more gruesome and gory the battlefield, the more they wanted to fight. Even those mercenary pikemen from Greater and Lesser Balur began to show fear in the face of these savage and roaring Arabs, so one could easily imagine what the other mercenaries felt.


To the west of the Western Regions, in the battlefield legends, Arabs were synonymous with death. Countless powers and empires had felt the terror of the Arabs, their formidable will that did not fear death. And those kingdoms whose armies had collapsed and scattered like beasts in the face of the Arabs had formed the building blocks for the Arabs' legend of invincibility!


One wave, a second, a third… The Arab soldiers continued to roll in like the ceaseless tide, crashing again and again upon the first defense line.


"Hold!"


"Saber- and axemen, get ready!"


"Archers, get ready!"


On the battlefield, Wang Yan and Wang Fu were serene and unperturbed, like rocks standing firm against a pounding river as they commanded the infantry at the first defense line. No matter how fierce the Arab assault was, how fearless they were, or how many times they attacked, they were unable to penetrate the infantry formations of Wang Yan and Wang Fu.


Along the first defense line, the area defended by Wang Yan and Wang Fu was the most frequently assaulted. However, no matter how many Arabs managed to get past the steel walls, past the shields, beehives, and ballistae, they would all meet their ends in front of Wang Yan's infantry formations.


At the rear, nearly ten thousand infantry stood calmly in waiting.


In this era where cavalry was king, the Great Tang, where the terrain was not suitable for raising high-quality warhorses, had not won its hegemony through cavalry. In terms of infantry, however, the Great Tang reigned supreme, and it had been by means of these infantry that the Great Tang had once managed to crush Ü-Tsang, the Eastern and Western Turks, Goguryeo, and Mengshe Zhao, and even expanded into the Western Regions.


That had been the era of infantry!


The Great Tang had made everyone experience the power of the Central Plains' infantry, allowing it to attain its dominant stature. Across the entire world, only the infantry of the Great Tang were capable of holding against the attacks of all kinds of cavalry.


Wang Yan's infantry did not have as strong of a charge as cavalry, nor were they as flexible, but in a defensive battle, they were a steel wall. Furthermore, the assistance of Wang Chong's steel walls only bolstered their already formidable defensive capabilities.


"Wind!"


With four black-armored guards standing sentinel around him, Wang Yan solemnly swung down his right hand. Whoosh! The thousands of shieldmen holding the gap suddenly retreated, revealing a large path behind them.


In an instant, thousands of paths like these appeared in the seemingly impervious defense line.


Buzz!


The Arabs' minds went blank at the appearance of all these gaps. But then they bellowed, flailing their weapons as they charged into the paths. The Arab cavalry behind them also noticed nothing strange, shouting as they followed their comrades.


"Fire!"


Wang Yan waved his right hand once more. Clangclang! The shieldmen worked with the axe- and sabermen to close the paths that had been opened. In an instant, those Arabs who had charged in were trapped.


"Kiiill!"


With an earth-shaking cry, the Tang soldiers began to hack and stab at the trapped Arabs from all directions. No matter how strong, fierce, and courageous the Arab cavalry were, no matter how fearless they were, they were still hopelessly outnumbered by the Tang infantry. So swiftly were they felled that they were not even able to stir a ripple in the Tang formation.


"Wind!"


"Fire!"


……


Wang Yan repeated this tactic again and again, baiting in Arab soldiers and then cutting them off so that they could be slaughtered. Once the shieldmen closed the gap, no Arab horseman could escape Wang Yan's infantry formation alive.


In Wang Yan's hands, infantry were not solely restricted to defense, but were also excellent offensive weapons, attacking while defending and defending while attacking. The twenty thousand infantry were like a finely-tuned machine, slaughtering the Arab cavalry with extreme efficiency. Bait, surround, kill… they worked with such callous composure that even the Arab cavalry began to feel intimidated.


The Western Regions mercenaries defending the area with Wang Yan were subconsciously influenced and were motivated to continue their staunch defense.


In doing so, they formed the firmest region of the defense line.


……


"It's about time!"


In the middle of the two defense lines, amidst tens of thousands of soldiers, Wang Chong sat on the White-hoofed Shadow beneath the banner of the Great Tang. As he listened to the battles going on, a sharp light glimmered in his eyes. The battle was gradually growing more intense, with the Arabs, Turks, and Tibetans all having committed almost the entirety of their forces. The lines on both the east and west were under tremendous pressure.


Wang Chong had reached an important phase in his plan.


Buzz!


As the winds blew, a light even more blazing white than the sun exploded from Wang Chong's eyes, but only for the briefest moment. And then, the entire battlefield, both east and west, began to tremble. With Wang Chong as the center, a milky-white halo began to expand, sweeping over the region like a hurricane.


The Bane of the Battlefield Halo!


With the forces of the four sides in vicious combat, Wang Chong had finally released his Bane of the Battlefield Halo. Buzz! As it swept through the battlefield, the dazzling halos of the Tibetans, Turks, and Arabs suddenly began to flicker like candles in the wind. Clangclangclang! Before anyone could react, their tens of thousands of halos instantly dimmed as they dropped a level.


This halo instantly effected a momentous transformation on the fierce melee.
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"What's going on?!"


The figure of Abu Muslim in the rear, which had been as steady as Mount Tai, suddenly shuddered as he sprang from his chair in extreme shock. He had participated in many wars and conquered many countries, but he had never seen something like this. A force of more than two hundred thousand elite Arab cavalry had instantly weakened.


Not only that, the sudden drop in strength had thrown the Arab formation at the front into disarray, with numerous Arab cavalry too slow to react ending up impaled on the pikes of the enemy. Boom! Ballista bolts shot over the shield wall and struck the rows of Arab cavalry some twenty zhang away.


Roooar!


A soldier of the Iron Beast Army roared, one hand holding the corpse of a warhorse as he rushed dauntlessly toward a thick ballista bolt. But this time, the Dark Blood Shield and Iron Beast Halo were not effective. Once it blew through the horse corpse, the ballista bolt continued unabated, easily piercing through the soldier's armor and then carrying along his body through the air.


It then struck a second, third, a fourth… In a short period of time, the black ballista bolt had pierced through eight Arab cavalrymen, nailing the last four to the ground.


Whooshwhooshwhoosh! Similar sights played out elsewhere on the battlefield. The hundreds upon thousands of ballista bolts fell like a thick rain over the battlefield, but their effect this time was totally different. Bangbangbang! Corpses crashed to the ground as the area in front of the first defense line was swiftly cleared.


"Release!"


"Release!"


"Release!"


Amidst the ballista army, Chen Bin coldly looked down from a transport carriage, his sword constantly swinging down. Having served Wang Chong for so long, Chen Bin was completely clear on what had happened. This was an incredibly rare opportunity, the best chance for the ballistae to display their might.


Swooshswooshswoosh!


Nine thousand!


Ten thousand!


Eleven thousand!


Twelve thousand!


The Arab losses had instantly ballooned under the intense ballista fire, and this number was still climbing. Currently, the Arabs had lost twenty-four thousand men to Chen Bin's ballistae.


……


The Arabs were far from the only ones affected. So were the Tibetans and Western Turks on the eastern line.


The Tibetans and Western Turks had been relying on their overwhelming numbers to suppress Li Siye, Sun Zhiming, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, and the others, but the moment Wang Chong unleashed his Bane of the Battlefield Halo, the situation was immediately reversed. The Turko-Tibetan force instantly found themselves on the back foot, with many of their number dying to the charge of the Wushang Cavalry and other Tang cavalry.


"What is that? Just what did that brat do?"


In the rear, Duwu Sili narrowed his eyes, his pupils constricting, his shock no less than Abu Muslim's on the other end of the battlefield. Almost instinctively, he turned to Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang. This was Duwu Sili's first encounter with Wang Chong, but this was not the case for Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang. If there was one person who understood what had just happened, it could only be Dalun Ruozan.


"Great General, I also have no explanation for this matter."


Dalun Ruozan bitterly smiled. He knew what Duwu Sili was thinking, but he really could not explain it. This was not his first time exchanging blows with Wang Chong, but Wang Chong still had many mysteries about him, like what had taken place just moments ago.


"In truth, a similar thing took place in the war of the southwest, but it definitely wasn't as powerful as it is now. it seems that it isn't just his status and grasp of strategy that have improved. His strength has also increased."


Wang Chong had far too many mysteries. His art of war, his use of metal modules, the cement road he had built through the Great Tang, and the unique halos he used… Dalun Ruozan had never encountered as inexplicable an existence as Wang Chong before.


His background and education could all be traced, but nothing could be found to explain all the strange things about him. They seemed like two completely different people!


"There's no other way except using Great Generals to somewhat ameliorate the effect," Dalun Ruozan said, his eyes turning toward Duwu Sili and Huoshu Huicang.


Even though he had made ample preparations for this battle, there were some things beyond Dalun Ruozan's ability, like battles between martial artists. Dalun Ruozan had relied on his intelligence, strategy, and schemes to gain his reputation as a wise minister. He pondered more about the general situation and put little attention on his individual strength.


It was more appropriate for Imperial Great Generals like Duwu Sili, Huoshu Huicang, and Dusong Mangpoje to think about such things.


This current sight was a challenge that Wang Chong was issuing to these Great Generals.


"This is all that we can do."


Duwu Sili subconsciously furrowed his brow. As one of the highest commanders of the battlefield, he would not recklessly step onto the battlefield, only entering the fray at crucial moments of the battle or when the enemy's Great Generals decided to enter the battle. But now, even though the Great Tang had not sent any Great General into battle, a single halo was enough for him to break this rule and enter the field. This made Duwu Sili rather unhappy.


Not only that, all halos consumed energy. In other words, using their halos would consume the strength of Duwu Sili and the other Great Generals. In the later stages of the battle, when Great General fought against Great General, this lack of energy might prove fatal. It was for this reason that commanders of armies had always shared a tacit understanding to not intervene in the early stages of a battle.


But the circumstances no longer permitted this action!


If he continued to delay, all his cavalry would end up completely routed by the forty thousand Tang cavalry.


Duwu Sili would not permit this.


Buzz!


Duwu Sili raised his head, his back straightening and his eyes gleaming with a harsh and fierce light as he took a fierce stomp forward. Boom! Beneath Duwu Sili's boot, the hill shuddered, and a golden light began to spread outward, soon transforming into a huge and dazzling golden halo of the Saint Martial realm. Crowns began to appear within the halo, different from the crowns worn by the Emperors of the Central Plains. The images of sheep and wolves had been carved upon the dome of the crown, topped by an unfurled golden eagle.


This was the typical crown worn by the Western Turkic Khagan.


Buzz! Halo after halo expanded beneath Duwu Sili's feet, spreading to the Western Turkic army. The effect of Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield Halo began to drastically decrease.


Bang!


At almost the same time, the earth swayed as Ü-Tsang Great General Huoshu Huicang took two steps forward, his own war halo exploding from his body in a dazzling golden light. Like a storm, it spread to the tens of thousands of Tibetan cavalry to resist Wang Chong's Bane of the Battlefield Halo.


The Tibetans and Turks were not the only ones to execute this strategy. At the first defense line, the earth shuddered as if impacted by some tremendous force. The Abbasid Governor of the East, Abu Muslim, had moved at the same time, his pitch-black halo bolstering each of his soldiers.


Wang Chong's one halo had constrained the Turks, Tibetans, and Arabs at once, so three Great Generals needed to mobilize to counteract him. This was an unprecedented feat.


"They made a move, as expected!"


In the distance, Wang Chong sat on the White-hoofed Shadow, beneath the banner of the Qixi Protectorate army, not one bit surprised by this scene. In fact, there was even a smile on his face. There were hidden schemes and open schemes. The partitioning of the battlefield had been Wang Chong's first open scheme, and this was his second.


In order to resist the effects of the Bane of the Battlefield Halo, Huoshu Huicang, Duwu Sili, and Abu Muslim would have to use their most powerful halos to passively counter it. The battle had barely begun, but three Great Generals of the enemy side were already beginning to weaken.


Halos consumed energy, and starting from now, as the battle dragged on, Huoshu Huicang, Duwu Sili, and Abu Muslim would only get weaker and weaker. If this battle continued for an hour, their strength would drop from the peak of the Saint Martial realm. But for Wang Chong, things were entirely different.


The Bane of the Battlefield Halo did consume energy, but it was a minuscule amount that would barely affect him. It mostly consumed the energy that was stored within the heavens and earth.


"Since you're already doing it, I might as well fulfill your wish!"


Wang Chong continued to smile as he unleashed his other halo. Boom! Another flash of light burst from his body as Wang Chong spread his Bane of Generals Halo over the battlefield.


Buzz! In that moment, the battlefield that Huoshu Huicang, Duwu Sili, and Abu Muslim had barely managed to bring under control once more shifted. Without any warning, the various generals of Ü-Tsang, the Western Turks, and Arabia suddenly felt their halos flickering and their energy dropping an entire tier.


This set off a chain reaction, the halos being emitted by these generals to bolster their troops also beginning to weaken under the effects of the Bane of Generals Halo. The soldiers of the three armies immediately felt their strength suffer another small drop.
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"Bastard!"


The assembled Tibetan and Turkic generals watching from the hill paled, the fires of rage glowing in their eyes. When Wang Chong unleashed his second halo, all of them felt like they had been duped, been playthings in the palm of Wang Chong's hand.


"Dalun Ruozan, I suddenly understand why you want to kill him!"


Standing beneath the fluttering golden wolf banner, Duwu Sili had a sinister gaze, his entire body seething with a killing intent that soared to the skies, causing even the air around him to twist and contort. Even though these had just been two long-distance exchanges, with no true clash having taken place, the Celestial Wolf Great General was now dead set on killing Wang Chong.


"If this sort of person remains alive, they will be a source of endless disasters for both Ü-Tsang and the Turks!"


Only extraordinary people could earn the regard of Duwu Sili. With his incredible insight, he had identified Agudu Lan as a potential Brigadier General and personally raised him to that level. Likewise, Wang Chong had not even reached the Brigadier General level yet, but Duwu Sili had already branded his image in his mind.


"Shamask, take command of the Celestial Wolf Cavalry. Prepare to move out and kill the Tang!" Duwu Sili suddenly ordered.


For a few moments, it was quiet, and then a hoarse and chilly voice came from behind him.


"Yes, Milord."


Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang immediately turned their heads, only then realizing that a Turkic general wearing the silver armor of the Celestial Wolf Cavalry had appeared behind Duwu Sili. He was slender, and his body exuded no energy whatsoever, making him practically unnoticeable amidst the Celestial Wolf Cavalry.


If Duwu Sili had not said anything, no one would have ever noticed him.


Brigadier General!


A look of slight apprehension appeared in the eyes of Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang as this thought flashed through their minds. To hide one's energy in front of a group of Great Generals was no easy task. Just this alone was proof enough of this person's impressive capabilities.


Not only that, Shamask had an extremely sinister aura. One could tell at a glance that he was extremely dangerous and hard to deal with.


"All soldiers, listen up! Milord has given his order! Prepare to set out!"


Shamask ignored these gazes, mounting a Turkic steed equipped in that barbed armor of the Celestial Wolf Cavalry. His eyes exploded with an intense light, and the moment he mounted the horse, the entire world seemed to overturn. His inconspicuous and ever-changing energy instantly became as powerful and violent as a storm.


Neeeigh!


The thousands of Celestial Wolf Cavalry began to tremble and cry out from atop the hills. These elite warhorses had been trained and raised through a special method. They no longer seemed like warhorses, but like real wolves.


"Get ready!"


At almost the same time, Dalun Ruozan turned to Huoshu Huicang.


"Tell Huoba Sangye to go as well!"


"There's no need! I'm already ready!"


Dalun Ruozan had barely spoken when a burly man wearing black-red armor slowly trotted over on his horse. His eyes were like bronze bells, his skin slightly tanned, and two red ribbons embroidered with gold fluttered from his shoulders.


These ribbons were the symbol for the highest commander of the Mutri Great Cavalry!


This was Huoba Sangye, chief guard of the Ü-Tsang Empire's royal capital, the leader of the Mutri Great Cavalry, and also Dalun Ruozan's earliest supporter. He had been one of the primary drivers behind this long-distance expedition to Talas. Without his support, without the addition of his seven thousand valiant Mutri Great Cavalry, Dalun Ruozan would have found himself powerless to realize his plans.


As chief guard of the royal capital and the leader of the crucial Mutri Great Cavalry, Huoba Sangye's most important duty was protecting the Tsenpo. The generations of chief guards had all been devotedly loyal, never leaving the capital without the Tsenpo's order.


But Huoba Sangye was shirking his duty, abandoning his post without the Tsenpo's order, and even bringing with him the Mutri Great Cavalry. Such a thing had never happened before in the history of Ü-Tsang, and according to the laws and precedent, he deserved the death penalty.


"Dalun Ruozan, no matter how this battle turns out, I only have a single request. Do not attempt to stop me from fighting with those Wushang Cavalry!"


Huoba Sangye's eyes were bright, his expression cold. His eyes cared not for the battle overall, but remained forever fixed on just one person.


"Of course!"


Dalun Ruozan immediately nodded.


"That was our agreement in the first place," Huoba Sangye sternly reminded. Other than assisting Dalun Ruozan in defeating the Great Tang and salvaging Ü-Tsang's reputation, he had another, more important, reason for risking the death penalty by leaving the royal capital and taking the Mutri Great Cavalry with him to Talas. He had to defeat an enemy.


The Great Tang's Wushang Cavalry!


Ü-Tsang had dominated the world through its cavalry, and its Echelon Formation was known in every corner of the land. The plateau was a land of cavalry, and at the apex of this cavalry were the Three Cavalry Kings: the White Braves, the Qinghai, and the Mutri.


These were the most powerful forces of cavalry in all of Ü-Tsang!


However, in the battle at Zhangzhung Training Camp, eight thousand Qinghai Soldiers had died to Wang Chong's Wushang Cavalry. At the battle of the triangular gap, Dayan Mangban and his five thousand White Braves had also been wiped out. Of the three supreme forces of cavalry in Ü-Tsang, only the Mutri Great Cavalry remained.


Never in the history of Ü-Tsang had two of its best cavalry forces been wiped out by a single opponent, and their foe had been the Great Tang, a country that had never been famed for its cavalry. This matter made all the Tibetan cavalry of the plateau feel greatly humiliated, and the Mutri Great Cavalry were no exception!


For this reason, Huoba Sangye had defied the Tsenpo's decree and led his seven thousand Mutri Great Cavalry out of the royal capital to the distant battlefield of Talas.


The Mutri Great Cavalry had a history spanning more than three centuries and were publicly acknowledged as the strongest existence in the entire Ü-Tsang Empire. Whether it was for the empire or for the honor and pride of all Tibetan cavalry, the Mutri Great Cavalry had to defeat the Great Tang's Wushang Cavalry so that all the world could see, so that they could prove themselves!


To fulfill this goal, Huoba Sangye had given Dalun Ruozan his full support. He had even used his network to borrow many soldiers from the other royal lineages for Dalun Ruozan's expedition.


"Ready!"


Huoba Sangye flourished his sword, a scarlet weapon conferred by the fifth-generation Tsenpo. It pointed beyond the hills, blazing with the light of the morning sun. Rumble! The earth quaked and dust churned. With Huoba Sangye's order, the motionless ranks of the Mutri Great Cavalry began to move, and an intimidating aura exploded from their bodies, a scorching wave of heat that caused the grass growing on the hills to wither.


Boom!


The seven thousand Mutri Great Cavalry rode out of the rising sun, floodwaters surging over the tops of the hills, the thundering of their hooves drowning out all noise on the eastern side of the battlefield. The seven thousand Mutri Great Cavalry were fast, but Shamask's eight thousand Celestial Wolf Cavalry were even faster. By the time the Mutri Great Cavalry were charging down the hills, the Celestial Wolf Cavalry were already kicking up a cloud of dust on the battlefield.


At this moment, all the world seemed to lose color at their approach.


"Milord! Look over there!"


Meanwhile, in the middle of the Tang army, Kong Zi-an seemed to sense something and turned his head, his eyes filling with shock as he saw the approaching Celestial Wolf Cavalry. The armor, momentum, and strength of the Celestial Wolf Cavalry were completely different from any other force of Turkic cavalry, and Kong Zi-an felt like he was about to fight against an extremely formidable foe.


"And over there! Ü-Tsang has moved as well!"


Another one of the Wushang officers called out, pointing in another direction. Everyone turned to look and saw that behind the Celestial Wolf Cavalry, a force of cavalry wearing armor of gold and red was charging up from a different angle.


These two supreme forces of cavalry, one in front and one behind, were intending to pincer the Tang between them.


An intense sense of danger immediately swept through the crowd. These were two of the strongest forces of cavalry on the continent, standing at the very peak of power. One alone would be hard enough to deal with, much less two.


Li Siye on his Ferghana steed stood amidst his soldiers, his mind seething with countless thoughts.


Both the Celestial Wolf Cavalry and the Mutri Great Cavalry were long-established names consisting of some of the best cavalry in the world. Their fighting power could not be compared to that of other cavalry and their combined numbers were also far greater than those of the Wushang Cavalry. Advance or retreat, attack or defend—Li Siye had to make his choice as quickly as possible.


"Milord! What do we do?" Kong Zi-an worriedly said.


The two approaching cavalry exerted an incredible pressure on each of the men, one that none of them had felt in any other battle.


Li Siye said nothing, his eyes scanning the battlefield. The battle was still ongoing, and shouts and crashes were still filling his ears, bloody gleams of light flickering in and out of his eyes. The two cavalry forces still had some distance to cover, and there was still time to withdraw.


But when Li Siye spotted Sun Zhiming, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, and the others still fighting hard against the Turks and Tibetans, he immediately made his decision.


"We have nowhere to retreat! All soldiers, prepare for battle!"


Li Siye held aloft his massive Wootz Steel sword, allowing the sun to reflect off its edge. He exploded with an energy so vast and powerful that the world itself seemed to move!


Boom!


After a moment of silence, the earth began to tremble, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry going from stillness to lightning-fast speeds. This time, however, their targets were the Celestial Wolf Cavalry and the Mutri Great Cavalry behind them.


At this moment, even though they had long been prepared for such a sight, Shamask and Huoba Sangye still had to look with apprehension at the intimidating aura of the five thousand Wushang Cavalry.
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Boom! Boom! Boom!


The five thousand Wushang Cavalry were unstoppable, sweeping through any opposition they encountered. Bang! A Turkic horseman that had tried to stand in their way was knocked aside and thrown screaming more than ten meters into the air by the enormous force of the impact.


One, two, three… innumerable Turks and Tibetans were thrown aside like so much grass or tossed into the air by the astonishing momentum of the Wushang Cavalry.


“Good! Only by killing this sort of enemy can the achievement actually be worth anything!"


Shamask pressed against his horse, feeling no fear at this sight. On the contrary, he began to look excited, and his body began to exude an aura of savagery. In all of the Western Turkic Khaganate, Shamask could be said to the most insidious and strange Brigadier General.


He was cruel and bloodthirsty, but also crafty and cunning like a viper. He had none of the daring or demeanor appropriate to an illustrious Brigadier General. However, no matter how many eccentricities he had, no matter how much others loathed his conduct, Shamask would always be Duwu Sili's most important subordinate. Duwu Sili had even regarded him with more important than the Black Wolf Yabgu, Agudu Lan, who had imperial blood running through his veins.


The reason for Duwu Sili's favor was simple. Shamask would always find a way to kill his foe, no matter how powerful they were!


"All soldiers, hear my order! Leave that Imperial Martial Tang leader to me! None of you are allowed to touch him! I want to cut off his head and make his skull into my wine cup!" Shamask fiercely said, excitedly licking his lips, his eyes seeming to thirst for blood.


"Yes!"


The Celestial Wolf Cavalry assented, all of them beginning to grow excited as well.


"Alas, for such a formidable force of cavalry to be led by a weakling of the Imperial Martial realm. I really don't know just how you managed to lose, Agudu Lan. But that doesn't matter. I'll just slice off his head and avenge you!"


Shamask looked at Li Siye like one would look at a lamb to be slaughtered. It was far too easy for a Brigadier General to kill a martial artist of the Imperial Martial realm.


In Shamask's eyes, Li Siye was just a walking corpse.


Rumble! A pitch-black halo spread out from Shamask's body, sweeping through the Celestial Wolf Cavalry like a gale, causing the already swift cavalry force to get even faster as they charged toward Li Siye's Wushang Cavalry like a massive sword.


The world seemed to be shaking as the eight thousand Celestial Wolf Cavalry and the five thousand Wushang Cavalry approached each other, their imminent clash attracting the attention of countless people.


"Lord Marquis! General Li is in danger!"


Behind the second defense line, Xue Qianjun, standing next to Wang Chong, almost immediately noticed the activity in the distance. As he watched those two cavalry forces charge at each other as if in a decisive clash, his eyes were tinged with deep concern.


Xue Qianjun had never doubted the strength of the Wushang Cavalry. In his mind, they were the strongest cavalry in the world. However, that was only when the marquis was leading them. A chasm that was difficult to cross lay between the Imperial Martial realm and Saint Martial realm. Li Siye was only at the peak of the Imperial Martial realm, and the Wushang Cavalry without a Saint Martial commander at the helm simply could not contend against the Celestial Wolf Cavalry led by a Brigadier General.


"There's no need to worry!" Wang Chong indifferently said, his face calm and emotionless as he stood beneath the flapping banner.


"But, Lord Marquis…"


Xue Qianjun wanted to say more, but Wang Chong waved his hand to stop him.


"Relax. Li Siye will be fine."


He had been paying attention to the battlefield this entire time. The clash of the Wushang Cavalry against Duwu Sili's Celestial Wolf Cavalry, a decisive battle between two of the strongest cavalry forces in history, was both a coincidence and an inevitability. For this battle, Wang Chong had made many preparations, and these included Li Siye.


Go! Only danger can stimulate your potential. I am confident that a day will come when your sharpness can truly be revealed!


As Wang Chong stared at Li Siye's back, countless thoughts flew through his mind.


For too long, Li Siye had been sheltered under Wang Chong's wings. Whether it was during the battle at the triangular gap versus Dayan Mangban or the battle against Agudu Lan at Qixi Armory, Wang Chong had borne all the risks and dangers for him. Li Siye had been too safe, so he had remained stuck at the Imperial Martial realm, unable to break into the Saint Martial realm and become the true Invincible Great General.


In the last life, Li Siye had been able to reach such a high level in such a short time, become capable of holding one side on his own and even reversing the course of the battle, precisely because he had risked himself in battle after dangerous battle.


By throwing himself into the jaws of death and emerging victorious, by teetering on that thin line between life and death, Li Siye had forced out his body's potential, forging his own legend in the empire.


Death and injury were foreordained in Li Siye's life. Only by directly confronting death could he actually mature.


This was the conclusion Wang Chong had reached after a long period of thought.


Xue Qianjun stared in a daze at Wang Chong, sensing his determined gaze. As if slowly understanding, he began to relax, joining Wang Chong in silently watching as the clash between two of the world's strongest cavalry forces began to unfold.


Awooo!


In the distant cloud of roiling dust, the two cavalry forces were getting closer and closer, only two-hundred-some zhang apart now. The moment they locked onto each other, a terrifying howl suddenly rang out in everyone's ears. No wolf had made this howl, because this was not a sound any wolf could make.


As this howl rang through the air, an invisible energy suddenly stirred to life around the Celestial Wolf Cavalry. Space began to twist, and the energy around the eight thousand cavalry suddenly condensed into a massive golden wolf head, the size of a mountain, its eyes full of contempt, dignity, and savagery.


Rumble! The moment this wolf head appeared, the eight thousand Celestial Wolf Cavalry grew faster, stronger, nimbler, and even their horses began to change. Their bodies swelled with muscle, and their hooves seemed to strike the earth with even greater force.


In the blink of an eye, the pressure and energy exuded by the Celestial Wolf Cavalry had multiplied, and they seemed to become a whole new cavalry force. The clouds of dust they kicked up that had once only gotten as high as ten-some meters now went as high as thirty meters, and their speed skyrocketed. But this was not the full extent of their transformation.


"General, look at that!"


Kong Zi-an's eyes widened as he pointed forward.


Right under the eyes of the Wushang Cavalry, the eight thousand Celestial Wolf Cavalry suddenly doubled, and now sixteen thousand men were furiously charging toward them.


"Illusory formation!"


Li Siye's eyes flew open as he recognized what this was. It was simply impossible for the eight thousand Celestial Wolf Cavalry to have instantly doubled their numbers to sixteen thousand. There was no doubt that half of them were illusions.


In his many battles, this was the first time Li Siye had been in this situation.


The Celestial Wolf Illusory Formation!


Li Siye recalled that rumor he had heard during his service in the Beiting Protectorate. The legends of the Turkic steppe said that this was a supreme illusory formation developed by the eccentric steppe shamans and was one of the three great formations of the Western Turkic Khaganate.


Beiting Protector-General An Sishun had stood guard over the northern border for many years, and rarely had he ever encountered anyone that could be considered a true foe. His only defeat had been at the hands of this Celestial Wolf Illusory Formation.


The rumors said that the steppe outside the Beiting Protectorate had been filled with the illusions of the Celestial Wolf Cavalry. The difficulty in telling the true from the false eventually led to the Beiting Protector-General's defeat. Li Siye had not participated in the battle, and he did not know the specific details. But there was almost no one in the Beiting Protectorate that did not know about the Celestial Wolf Illusory Formation.


"Lord Marquis, what should we do?"


In the rear, the Qixi officers around Wang Chong began to worry about Li Siye and the Wushang Cavalry. The epic clash of these two formidable cavalry forces was no longer just a cause for alarm from Xue Qianjun, and even the generals at the first defense line had begun to notice something strange, shooting glances in the direction of the imminent clash between Li Siye and Shamask.


The Wushang Cavalry were a formidable powerhouse, but the Celestial Wolf Cavalry were just as strong and courageous. In everyone's view, it was the smaller Wushang Cavalry who were at the disadvantage.


"Believe in him!"


Wang Chong remained motionless beneath the war banner, his face emotionless as he intoned those three words.


The Wushang Cavalry were the best troops under his command, and they were also the backbone of his army in the last life. Although this current iteration of the Wushang Cavalry had not experienced so many battles and could not be considered true veterans, they had the best equipment in the world: the Meteoric Metal armor and the Wootz Steel swords. These were aids that the Wushang Cavalry from his last life had not possessed.


The Wushang Cavalry were luxuriously equipped with the best weapons and armor in the world.


If even this iteration of the Wushang Cavalry were no match for the Celestial Wolf Cavalry, then no force in the Central Plains, nor any cavalry force, could contend against the Celestial Wolf Cavalry.
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"Kill!!"


As Wang Chong had expected, it took only a few moments for Li Siye to sense what Wang Chong was thinking. He turned away, his large and strong palm clasping around his massive sword as his expression hardened. "Hyah!" Li Siye immediately pushed his horse to go even faster, leading his five thousand Wushang Cavalry in the charge against the Celestial Wolf Cavalry.


……


"Stop!"


At the same time, behind the Celestial Wolf Cavalry, Huoba Sangye suddenly raised his arm and ordered his golden-red-armored Mutri Great Cavalry to halt.


"Milord?!"


This order was so abrupt that the Mutri Great Cavalry officers around Huoba Sangye turned in shock to their commander. Was the Mutri Great Cavalry's task on the battlefield at the moment not to work with the eight thousand Celestial Wolf Cavalry and completely annihilate the Tang army?


"It's too late now. The Turks' Celestial Wolf Cavalry got ahead of us."


Huoba Sangye's eyes were like blazing suns while his face was solemn and serene.


"Don't forget that in coming to this battle, we have defied the Tsenpo's decree. In defeating the Tang, we Mutri Great Cavalry do not need the help of others!"


"But, Great Minister and the Great Generals hope that we work together with the Celestial Wolf Cavalry to defeat the Tang!" one of Huoba Sangye's deputies urged.


Huoba Sangye looked ahead and emotionlessly asked, "Does the Celestial Wolf Cavalry appear to need our help at the moment?"


The officers followed his gaze, where the Celestial Wolf Cavalry were charging with an incredible momentum, the Celestial Wolf Illusory Formation bolstering their strength. Even the Mutri Great Cavalry were surprised at their power.


In terms of momentum, the eight thousand Celestial Wolf Cavalry completely dominated the Great Tang's Wushang Cavalry.


The Mutri officers instantly understood, and they seemed a little more at ease.


"Let's wait until the Celestial Wolf Cavalry actually need our help!"


Huoba Sangye's voice rang out in all their ears.


"Yes!"


All his officers replied in unison.


……


From his vantage point on the hills, Huoshu Huicang could see what was happening. Frowning, he stepped forward and whispered into Dalun Ruozan's ear, "Great Minister, this Huoba Sangye… should we urge him on a little?"


Huoba Sangye was far too proud, as were the Mutri Great Cavalry. At what should have been a time for Ü-Tsang to closely collaborate with the Western Turks , Huoba Sangye had decided to have his Mutri Great Cavalry stop and watch from the rear, completely ruining the mood.


This was also not a good development for the Turko-Tibetan alliance.


"Relax! Huoba Sangye knows what he should do! In addition, Shamask and the Celestial Wolf Cavalry will not like it if someone intervenes at this time," Dalun Ruozan impassively said, his expression relaxed.


Although Huoba Sangye had stopped, this had little effect on the battle overall. With the Tang surrounded, the trend of the battle was set, and no one could stop it.


"But…"


Huoshu Huicang still wanted to argue otherwise, but then Dalun Ruozan shot a glance past him. Huoshu Huicang subconsciously turned to follow his gaze and saw that nearby, Duwu Sili had his head held high, an apathetic look on his face. As he stood beneath the golden wolf banner with his hands held behind his back, he exuded an aura of pride and disdain.


Huoshu Huicang now understood and fell silent.


Dalun Ruozan was correct. Duwu Sili's Celestial Wolf Cavalry were one of the three greatest cavalry forces of the Western Turkic Khaganate. In terms of battlefield record, Duwu Sili had even defeated the Beiting Protector-General once. Someone of his ability almost certainly had a very high opinion of themselves, so how could he permit outsiders to assist his Celestial Wolf Cavalry?


"It's about ready!"


This sudden voice caused Huoshu Huicang to turn his head back around. The massive golden wolf head in that distant cloud of dust had begun to roar, and the Celestial Wolf Cavalry now seemed unstoppable under the power of their formation, capable of toppling mountains and reversing the seas.


The two sides were getting closer and closer.


In the face of the Celestial Wolf Cavalry, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry seemed like a frail sail boat in the midst of a violent storm, liable to be smashed upon the waves at any moment.


Celestial Wolf! Wushang!


The battle between these two supreme cavalry forces had attracted everyone's attention.


Wang Chong, Dalun Ruozan, Duwu Sili, and countless Great Tang, Tibetan, and Turkic generals were all watching this clash of champions!


Two hundred zhang!


One hundred zhang!


Seventy zhang!


At fifty zhang, the situation suddenly changed.


Roooar!


Everyone suddenly heard a stentorian bellow ringing in their ears.


"Ten Charges Ten Victories, begin!"


Boom!


The earth began to quake as Li Siye ordered his soldiers to take on the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation, and a flood of energy brimming with baleful and murderous energy soared into the heavens. In that moment, all the Wushang Cavalry began to explode with an energy ten times stronger than before, and their strength, speed, and dexterity all began to rapidly increase.


In addition, the energy exuded by the Wushang Cavalry began to condense in the air, forming one, two, three, four… forty-nine illusory images.


A second later, these illusions had solidified into forty-nine enormous and golden spears!


Several months had passed, months in which the Wushang Cavalry had spent every day training in the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation, reaching a totally new level of power. Not only had the number of spears increased from ten to forty-nine, but the buff it provided to the Wushang Cavalry had increased as well.


Rumble!


Thunder began to crackle in the air as dark clouds suddenly began to gather over the Wushang Cavalry, casting down shadows that shrouded them. Their strength swelled, and in a few moments, they had reached a stage where they were equal with the eight thousand Celestial Wolf Cavalry.


And their strength continued to increase. A few moments later, they had surpassed the Celestial Wolf Cavalry, reaching a stunning level of strength.


But it was still increasing!


Back in the rear of the army, underneath the Qixi war banner, Wang Chong had been keeping a close watch on Li Siye. The moment Li Siye had released the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation, Wang Chong had connected with the White-hoofed Shadow beneath him, causing it to raise a hoof and stomp on the ground.


Clangclangclang! Three black-red halos, their edges peerlessly sharp, exploded outward from Wang Chong's position, rapidly engulfing the battlefield. It took the blink of an eye for the halo's strength to catch up to the Wushang Cavalry, and the Halos of Dusk Stallion swiftly began to appear under their feet.


Buffed by Wang Chong's halos, the already formidable Wushang Cavalry swelled in strength once more. Besides that, the dark clouds overhead also grew thicker and more restless.


Buzz!


Shamask, hidden behind the Celestial Wolf Illusory Formation, gave a nasty grimace.


"This is impossible!"


Shamask's eyes narrowed and his body shuddered as, for the first time in this battle, he lost his composure.


This Wushang Cavalry was completely different from the one present in the intelligence reports. At the very least, Ü-Tsang's Qinghai Soldiers and White Braves were definitely not as powerful as this!


"Get ready for battle!"


Shamask was far from the only one to be shocked. Five hundred zhang in the rear, Huoba Sangye's body had trembled, and as he stood up straight on his horse, his face turned extremely grave, his eyes shining with a sharp light.


The Wushang Cavalry's transformation had utterly surpassed his expectations. He had believed that the Celestial Wolf Cavalry could easily defeat the Tang, but he now realized that the situation was full of unknown variables. There was no guarantee that the Celestial Wolf Cavalry could defeat the Wushang Cavalry!


"Impossible! Since when did the Central Plains have such a powerful formation!"


The Tibetan and Turkic commanders on the hill stared in astonishment at the dark clouds above the Wushang Cavalry. The Celestial Wolf Great General Duwu Sili was particularly stunned, his body trembling after receiving an unprecedented shock.


Formation phenomena!


Legends said that formations were, in some mysterious way, linked to the heavens and earth, and would elicit a response from the world. This sort of celestial phenomenon would not have a very large range, and it would not last for very long, but it indicated that the formation that had triggered it was as strong as it could be. Duwu Sili had only heard about these kinds of formations from the previous generation of shaman priests.


But such formations existed only in the legends.


Duwu Sili had traveled across the world and encountered all sorts of experts, and he knew the famous experts of the Great Tang like the back of his hand. Even when the Great Tang War God Wang Zhongsi had used his formations, he was still a little way from reaching the level of causing formation phenomena.


And outside of Wang Zhongsi, the other Tang experts were even further away from that legendary level.


It was said that when one reached the highest level of understanding of the Celestial Wolf Illusory Formation, one could also trigger a celestial phenomenon, but though Duwu Sili had pondered for many years, he had made no progress, could not find any way to improve the formation. But to his surprise, here, in the foreign land of Talas, he saw this supreme level of strength from this Great Tang youth called Wang Chong.


If he had not seen it with his own eyes, he would have never believed that the formation phenomena that he had pursued his entire life would show up here.
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No matter what, I have to acquire this for myself!


Duwu Sili clenched his fists as his heart was overrun by a fierce ambition.


In the distance, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry under Li Siye had pushed the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation to its limit, and the crucial moment had arrived…


"Kiiill!"


Aroooo!


Not only did Shamask not fall back in the face of this powerful formation that could even trigger a formation phenomenon, he felt an even stronger desire to kill. Although Li Siye's Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation was extremely powerful, the Celestial Wolf Illusory Formation was not one bit inferior. He was confident that he could lead the Celestial Wolf Cavalry behind him just like he had led them against all their other foes, and utterly vanquish the Great Tang's Wushang Cavalry!


Neigh!


In that world of churning dust, the sixteen thousand Celestial Wolf Cavalry, both real and fake, brutishly crashed into the Wushang Cavalry.


Rumble!


The battlefield shuddered and swayed, as if the earth was a plank on a restless ocean. So intense was the impact of these two cavalry forces that the ground seemed ready to tear itself apart, and the force of their collision drowned out the noise of all other fighting, even the thundering of ballista bolts and the clanging of weapons.


Buzz!


It seemed like both a mere second and like countless eons before the sound finally died away. Meanwhile, the warhorses had kicked up a great storm of dust that rose ten-some zhang into the air. The massive golden wolf head of the Celestial Wolf Cavalry was flickering and wavering, but it had not been destroyed. As for the Wushang, of the forty-nine spears overhead, twenty-three had been lost.


But the battle did not settle down, only intensified.


The battlefield was a sight of complete mayhem, the eight thousand Celestial Wolf Cavalry packed in with the five thousand Wushang Cavalry, battering against each other, weapon against weapon, armor against armor, Stellar Energy against Stellar Energy… All sorts of sounds could be heard in these few short moments.


The explosions of Stellar Energy, the grinding of metal, the swishing of weapons… as more and more sounds added to the mix, they created a discordant and clamorous din that deafened the ears. But most dreadful of all were the heavy thumps as warhorse battered against warhorse.


This battle of thirteen thousand people seemed to be as intense and grandiose as one involving a hundred thousand soldiers!


Rumble!


A Wushang cavalryman, his Wootz Steel sword gleaming with a cold light, charged at a Celestial Wolf cavalryman, but as he slashed down, the savage-faced Celestial Wolf cavalryman suddenly twisted and dissolved. An illusion! The Wushang cavalryman immediately understood, but it was too late.


Clang! An enormous strength came from behind him. Availing himself of the momentary surprise, the Turkic cavalryman slashed with his uniquely-forged Western Turkic sword at the Wushang cavalryman's back.


"Die!"


The Turkic rider had a savage look on his face. The Celestial Wolf Illusory Formation mixed the true with the false, the real with the unreal. Failing to distinguish which was which was fatal on the battlefield, and countless people had fallen to the swords of the Celestial Wolf Cavalry in this way. The Celestial Wolf Cavalry had relied on these illusions to take down countless formidable opponents and create their own legend.


But this sword slash which could cut high-quality equipment in two seemed to hit a steel wall. Not only did it fail to cut through his foe's armor, it was even sent reeling back.


How could this be?!


Shock appeared on the Celestial Wolf cavalryman's face. The Celestial Wolf Cavalry were one of the three legendary cavalry forces of the Western Turkic Khaganate, equipped with the best armor, weapons, and warhorses the Khaganate could provide. He had never heard of an armor that these swords could fail to cut through.


"Hmph!"


A cold snort came in response. Though these two cavalrymen did not share a language, there were some things that one did not need language to understand. Clang! It was now the Wushang cavalryman's turn to take advantage of his opponent's surprise. He flipped his sword around and slashed it at the barbed armor of the Celestial Wolf cavalryman. But as he swung down his sword, he sensed a firm resistance. The sharp Wootz Steel sword had only managed to get halfway through. Though it had drawn blood from the arm that had been slashed, it had failed to cut all the way through.


What formidable armor!


As this thought flitted through his mind, he already understood what was going on. The armor of the Celestial Wolf Cavalry might not have been as impressive as Meteoric Metal armor, but their armor was still far above ordinary armor. Even the edge of the Wootz Steel sword could not cleave the armor of the Celestial Wolf Cavalry in two as it could with ordinary armor.


Gallop!


After a few short moments, the two had separated, their horses rumbling off in different directions. Fights between cavalry were constant struggles where life and death were decided in momentary clashes. But even so, the battle did not end there.


Barely after this Celestial Wolf cavalryman had escaped one disaster, another Wushang cavalryman came charging up from the rear. As he slashed down with his sword, an arm went flying into the air, landing on the ground with a thud. This blow had been made with breathtaking accuracy, landing at exactly the same place as the one made by the previous Wushang cavalryman.


The two attacked like they were one person!


"Aaah!" As the Turk screamed, a third Wushang cavalryman charged over. Blood splashed as he waved his sword, and the Celestial Wolf cavalryman was soon relieved of his head, the rest of his body dropping from his horse.


The entire process had only taken seconds. Two Wushang cavalry had attacked his arm while the other had cut through his neck, a stunning display of teamwork. By the time the other Celestial Wolf Cavalry could react, their comrade's headless corpse had been dragged far away by his now-riderless warhorse.


The battle continued nonetheless. Clangclangclang! The Wushang Cavalry were all engaged in fierce clashes with the Celestial Wolf Cavalry. The Wushang Cavalry had far better weapons and armor than the Celestial Wolf Cavalry, and the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation had also made them stronger.


But the tremendous number of illusions produced by the Celestial Wolf Illusory Formation proved useful, with these sixteen thousand real and fake horsemen far outnumbering the Wushang Cavalry. Most terrifying of all was that even though some of the illusions had been destroyed during this intense combat, the Celestial Wolf Illusory Formation continued to produce more, though at a much slower rate.


Boomboomboom!


With Turkic Celestial Wolf Blades hacking in from all sides, even though the Meteoric Metal armor prevented these blows from being fatal, the Stellar Energy impacts were still able to travel through the armor.


Squelch! A Wushang cavalryman trembled as he vomited blood. And then, provoked by the blood, seven large wolves immediately pounced upon him, one of them even jumping right onto the back of the horse.


"Beast!"


The Wushang cavalryman immediately thrust his armored hand into the wolf's mouth and then cut off its head. Even in death, the wolf remained locked onto the man's arm, its teeth bared and its face twisted into a savage expression.


The delay caused by this wolf caused even more Celestial Wolf Cavalry to converge on his location.


Clangclangclang!


Boomboomboom!


As the Celestial Wolf and Wushang Cavalry remained locked in intense combat, their formations also continued to batter against each other. The battle was far more intense than anyone had imagined, and there was no doubt that the Wushang Cavalry were fighting the most difficult battle in their history. The illusions mixed in with the real Celestial Wolf Cavalry were a huge impediment to the Wushang Cavalry.


At every moment, a Wushang cavalryman was losing the initiative in this intense battle by attacking an illusion. However, the Wushang Cavalry were also showing off their own impressive capabilities. The moment any real Celestial Wolf cavalryman was discovered, they would immediately be set upon by innumerable Wushang Cavalry.


Even though the Celestial Wolf Cavalry had their illusions, they could not gain that much of an advantage.


"Lord Marquis, what do we do? Could General Li Siye and the Wushang Cavalry be in danger?"


In the distance, Xue Qianjun looked with deep concern at the battle, and quite a few people around him had the same look.


This battle was turning out far worse than they had imagined. In past battles, the Wushang Cavalry had been nearly unstoppable. This was the first time any of them had seen the Wushang Cavalry in such a long battle. Most concerning of all was that the clashing of Stellar Energy and the intense battle was stirring up too much dust, massive clouds that floated several dozen zhang into the air, with the fierce winds only making the visibility worse.


From their point of view, all they could see was dust. It was impossible to tell Wushang Cavalry from Celestial Wolf Cavalry. Only the din and the mournful screams allowed them to understand the cruelty of the battle taking place, and this realization only made them more concerned.
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"Don't panic!"


Wang Chong's voice was flat and suffused with a calming air. His eyes were fixed forward and devoid of emotion.


"Believe in General Li Siye and the Wushang Cavalry. There is no force more powerful on this continent!"


The peerlessly sharp Wootz Steel swords, the sturdy Meteoric Metal armor, three layers of the Halo of Dusk Stallion, and the peak-state Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation—whether it was in power, defense, or dexterity, the Wushang Cavalry were currently at an unprecedented level.


There was very little possibility of there being a stronger force than the Wushang Cavalry on the continent. At the very least, that force could not be the Celestial Wolf Cavalry!


Wang Chong's words immediately caused the people gathered around the banner to settle down.


"Milord, should we go and assist? Shamask seems to be faring rather poorly!"


The Turkic generals on the distant hills were also watching this battle, and they were just as concerned. One of Duwu Sili's deputies had stepped forward, his eyes looking worriedly at the storm of dust on the battlefield.


"There's no need to be concerned. I believe in Shamask's abilities. The Celestial Wolf Cavalry will not lose to anybody!!" Duwu Sili confidently declared.


The Wushang Cavalry's formation truly was formidable, but Duwu Sili was still confident in Shamask's skills. This confidence was founded on past records and achievements. No matter how powerful a cavalry formation was, in the end, battles were decided by the strengths of the soldiers themselves. Although the formation was powerful, the enemy had a massive flaw that could not be fixed: their commander was only at the peak of the Imperial Martial realm.


If that Wushang commander could be killed, their formation would fall apart.


"Shamask, it's about time for you to move."


Duwu Sili looked down upon the battle, a fierce light in his eyes.


In the distance, the battle between the two cavalry forces had reached a fever pitch.


"Everyone, follow me!"


Wielding his massive Wootz Steel sword, Li Siye barged through the battlefield, his thundering voice calling all the Wushang Cavalry to his side. The five thousand Wushang Cavalry divided themselves into hundred-man units that followed Li Siye in charging through the battlefield.


Almost no one could stop the onslaught of Li Siye's giant figure. His emblematic sword easily cut through the Celestial Wolf Cavalry, even slicing some of them in two. Not even the Celestial Wolf armor could stop a full-strength blow from Li Siye.


When Wang Chong had forged this sword for Li Siye, he had used many jun of Hyderabad ore and placed all his attention upon it. In terms of both weight and sharpness, it far exceeded any other Wootz Steel sword. However, it was only someone of Li Siye's immense strength that could use it to cut a Celestial Wolf cavalryman in two with a single slash.


As for the Celestial Wolf Illusory Formation, Li Siye dealt with it using the most primitive of methods.


Roooar!


As Li Siye bellowed, his entire body exploded with Stellar Energy that swept through the battlefield, jolting and scattering all the illusions, leaving behind only the real Celestial Wolf Cavalry. With this simple tactic, Li Siye was able to inflict grievous casualties on the Celestial Wolf Cavalry!


Even the veteran Celestial Wolf Cavalry couldn't help but feel dread at Li Siye's fierce fighting style.


"Kill him!" the Celestial Wolf Cavalry shouted as hundreds of them converged on Li Siye. No matter how dauntless Li Siye was, the Celestial Wolf Cavalry still had the advantage of numbers.


"Just what I wanted!"


Li Siye had a contemptful gaze, his body exuding a domineering aura as he urged his Ferghana steed to charge forward and meet the Celestial Wolf Cavalry. Boom! Li Siye swept his sword toward them with the weight of a mountain behind it.


These Celestial Wolf Cavalry were simply no match for the Imperial Martial Li Siye, no matter how many of them charged at him.


Buzz!


Just when Li Siye was about to cut through five or six Celestial Wolf Cavalry, he suddenly trembled, an ill foreboding gripping his heart. Almost at the same time, a soft and chilly voice, like the buzzing of a mosquito, murmured in his ear.


"Heheh, let me borrow your head!"


Although it was a soft voice, it was exceptionally clear and suffused with the smug tone of someone whose plan had succeeded. Boom! A gale exploded onto the scene as a storm of destructive energy that had lain in waiting for so long suddenly appeared in Li Siye's perception and approached him with a thunderous momentum.


Li Siye couldn't see it, but he could hear the vibration of metal as the edge of a sword swept through the air, a sound that made Li Siye tremble in fear.


"Shit! It's an ambush!"


Li Siye paled. He had not even noticed this enemy's presence just moments ago, so it was obvious that they had been hiding their energy for this moment. Most frighteningly, this person's cultivation level was far above the Imperial Martial realm.


This was a Saint Martial expert, one at the Brigadier General level!


In a flash, Li Siye immediately thought of the Celestial Wolf Cavalry commander. But it was clear that he did not have time to respond. To kill him, this opponent had pretended to be an ordinary Celestial Wolf cavalryman, waiting for the right moment to abruptly attack so that Li Siye would not have a chance to counter.


"Huang Botian!


"Kong Zi-an!


"Hong Youqi!"


Li Siye suddenly shouted, at the same releasing all the Stellar Energy in his body. At this moment, he had time for only one thing:


"Skanda's Strength1!!!"




Li Siye opened his arms, his entire body seeming to swell. Under the guidance of some invisible energy, all the strength of the Wushang Cavalry in a fifty-zhang radius began to gather in Li Siye. As the Celestial Wolf Cavalry looked on in shock, the light condensed behind Li Siye, transforming into a swarthy god, enormous and savage, that then fused with Li Siye.


Bang!


Behind Li Siye, Shamask gathered up all his strength, his black halo vibrating, and gave Li Siye's back a savage slash. Booom!Li Siye was sent flying along with his horse, his mouth already vomiting blood as he flew through the air.


Bang! Li Siye landed in a cloud of dust. Even though Shamask had attacked with almost all his strength, Li Siye was still alive.


"How could this sort of thing happen!"


Shamask's eyes narrowed and his face paled. At his cultivation level, dealing with a peak Imperial Martial warrior should have been as easy as flipping over his palm, but to Shamask's surprise, the commander of the Wushang Cavalry had suddenly begun to swell in strength, ascending from the Imperial Martial realm to the Saint Martial realm.


Not only that, though Shamask's sword could usually cleave through steel, Li Siye was wearing some sort of mysterious armor that his slash had not been able to leave a single mark on. Even someone of Shamask's temperament couldn't help but be stupefied at this sight.


"Cutting Formation!"


On the other side, Li Siye did not tarry. Shamask's ambush had given him a severe wound. If this armor given to him by Wang Chong had not been made of pure Meteoric Metal and further strengthened with many toughening inscriptions, and if he hadn't also been bolstered by the Halo of Dusk Stallion, Li Siye would already be dead.


Bang!


The moment Li Siye gave the order, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry immediately split up into fifty hundred-man groups that scattered across the battlefield.


"Where are you going?"


Shamask grimaced and urged his horse to pursue.


"All soldiers, stop them!"


Although he didn't know what the Wushang Cavalry were up to or why they had suddenly scattered, his battle-hardened intuition told him that something was wrong. While leaving the Wushang Cavalry to his men, he continued his dogged pursuit of Li Siye.


But the Li Siye now was completely different.


Bang!


With a sweep of his enormous Wootz Steel sword, Li Siye sent three Celestial Wolf Cavalry, horses and all, flying away like ragdolls. Before they had even landed, a tyrannical Stellar Energy had already rampaged through their bodies, rendering their insides into mush.


The Skanda Halo!


Li Siye had finally used the supreme technique Wang Chong had taught him. In the era of the calamity, War Saint Wang Chong had led ten Great Generals in battle, and the Skanda Halo was the unique technique used by the number one Great General.


The Skanda Halo was similar to Death's Scythe, the joint attack formation Wang Chong had employed in the southwest, but it was much stronger. Only one who learned the Skanda Halo and had Skanda's Strength could execute the Skanda Formation, which allowed one to borrow the strength of others to bolster their own.


This was somewhat similar to the Mighty Miracle God Formation used by Wang Yan, though not as powerful.


While Wang Chong had spent the last two months after the onset of the Battle of Talas in Wushang's City of Steel preparing for war, Li Siye had spent them cultivating the Skanda Halo.


Li Siye's level of strength had been his constant handicap and weakness, so, with the Battle of Talas in mind, Wang Chong had taught him the Skanda Halo. But even though the Skanda Halo could allow one to borrow the strength of others, it had a terrible weakness: it could only be maintained for an hour. Furthermore, the user would suffer a severe backlash afterward. Thus, the Skanda Formation could only be used at the most critical junctures of battle.

______________
1. 'Skanda' can be a reference to two things. It can refer to the Bodhisattva Wei Tuo, who is the guardian of Buddhist monasteries. Skanda is also another name for the Hindu God of war, Kartikeya.↩





                                                                        Chapter 915: The Skanda Halo! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




"Lord Protector-General, do you require my assistance?"


As the Wushang Cavalry and the Celestial Wolf Cavalry battled, a dignified voice rang out in Wang Chong's ears. The Vice Protector-General of the Anxi Protectorate army, Cheng Qianli, rode over to stand next to Wang Chong and look toward that distant battle.


This clash of elite cavalry had garnered the attention of many people, including the soldiers of the Anxi Protectorate army.


"The general that Duwu Sili has commanding this force of cavalry should be someone called Shamask. I have a little understanding of him. This person has the cultivation level of a Brigadier General, and your general alone might not have the strength to defeat him. If it is required, I can go and help your Wushang Cavalry."


"General Cheng, my thanks."


Wang Chong finally turned his head, a smile on his lips, but the refusal in his eyes was loud and clear.


"But that will not be necessary. The battle has already begun, and even if you were to set off now, you would still arrive too late. Besides, I believe in Li Siye's strength. No one on the battlefield can kill him."


Fights between experts were decided in seconds. Cheng Qianli had no understanding of the Wushang Cavalry or how they fought, but Wang Chong could clearly see that this battle was on the verge of being decided. Moreover, the Arab attacks on the first defense line were intensifying, and Wang Chong needed a Brigadier General like Cheng Qianli to go to its aid at any moment.


As for Li Siye…


Wang Chong had unwavering confidence in this future Invincible Great General. As a future elite Great General of the Great Tang, Li Siye could not possibly die in this level of battle!


"Xue Qianjun, go and get ready."


Wang Chong quickly turned his eyes back to the battle.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Xue Qianjun swiftly withdrew.


In the distance, the battle between Li Siye and Shamask had reached a critical juncture.


Rumble! The thundering hooves stirred up great clouds of dust as Shamask's order took effect, the thousands of Celestial Wolf Cavalry rushing in from all sides, pushing the Wushang Cavalry out of the area and obstructing their charges. But Shamask had underestimated the power of the Wushang Cavalry.


The Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation was the work of countless people, the crystallization of their efforts and intelligence, and it was hailed as one of the ten strongest formations. This was a supreme cavalry charge formation, and it considered not only the en masse charge of an army, but also local battles and fights between generals.


All circumstances were taken into account, and no matter what plan the opponent executed, the formation would have a corresponding variation.


Shamask doggedly pursued Li Siye, keeping close to him in the hopes that this would allow him to avoid any hidden dangers. But such a method was completely useless against the Cutting Formation. Meanwhile, the Wushang Cavalry did not charge off as far as they normally did with this tactic. After getting around fifty zhang away, they immediately began to charge back at full speed, rapidly closing like a metal claw around Shamask.


At this time, the energies of Li Siye, Huang Botian, Kong Zi-an, Hong Youqi, and one hundred other people fused together into an enormous black-skinned Skanda which immediately launched a furious assault at Shamask.


"Kill!"


Li Siye furiously roared, the heavens seeming to explode. In a manner that defied common sense and the principle of inertia, Li Siye suddenly turned around to face Shamask while maintaining the same speed.


"Mountain River Cyclic Slash!"


He grasped his sword with both hands, fused together with his horse, and leaped into the air, where they spun in a circle before slashing down at Shamask. Boom! A black storm ravaged the area, and in the middle of this storm, a majestic ray of Sword Qi more than seventy zhang tall slashed down.


The Skanda Halo allowed Li Siye to gather the strength of many people, and the supreme Mountain River Cyclic Slash displayed a completely different level of power.


"Stone General Battles the Heavens!"


Almost simultaneously, to Li Siye's right, Huang Botian used the Stone General's most powerful move. The earth split open and countless massive rocks flew out, gathering around Huang Botian into a massive stone arm thirty-some zhang long that immediately punched at Shamask with a thunderous momentum.


"Quaking Earth Dragon!"


"Devil-Weeping Cloud Waves!"


Kong Zi-an and Hong Youqi also used their strongest techniques, charging toward Shamask as their horses fiercely neighed.


"Bastard!"


Shamask's pupils constricted, and his entire body exploded with rage. He had never imagined that Li Siye would be so bold. He clearly understood that Shamask was a Brigadier General and far stronger than him, and he was clearly injured, yet he dared to turn around and attack Shamask!


"You're seeking your own death—Celestial Wolf Ghost Dragon Art!"


Shamask immediately used his own strongest technique. Bzzz!The earth rumbled as a black energy surged out of Shamask's body, and with a shrill howl, this black energy transformed into a devilish black wolf head with teeth bared. Boom! The wolf head burst open, revealing an even larger dragon made of roiling black smoke that surged forth to meet the attacks of Li Siye, Huang Botian, Kong Zi-an, and Hong Youqi.


The Celestial Wolf Ghost Dragon Art!


Only the chief and deputy commanders of the Celestial Wolf Cavalry could learn this technique, one developed through centuries of effort by the mysterious shamans of the Western Turkic Khaganate. Once he had obtained this technique, Shamask had strenuously cultivated it, reaching the superior level where the ghost dragon would burst out of the wolf head. At this stage, the technique would be bolstered by the energies of the heavens and the earth.


Shamask had relied on this technique to kill numerous formidable opponents. Li Siye was only a peak Imperial Martial expert, and even though the Skanda Halo had pushed him into around Tier 5 of the Saint Martial realm, he was still far too weak.


But just when Shamask had placed all his focus on killing Li Siye, Huang Botian, Kong Zi-an, and Hong Youqi, he heard the thundering of hooves at his ear, as if tens of thousands of people were charging at him. His heart thumped, and he immediately took stock of his surroundings, whereupon he was greeted by a sight that caused him to pale in shock.


"This is impossible!!"


Shamask had believed that his order had succeeded in obstructing the tactics of the Wushang Cavalry, but he now realized that he was wrong. The Wushang Cavalry had been utterly unaffected by this attempted interception, and the five thousand Wushang Cavalry were now fifty chains shooting toward him.


And he was at the very center of their assault!


Shamask wanted to dodge, but it was already too late. Li Siye and the others had turned around and attacked him precisely so they could draw his attention, and the Celestial Wolf Ghost Dragon Art was not a technique that could be called back once manifested.




"Kiiill!"


Shouts resonated through the air as, under countless stunned gazes, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry acted like a river in reverse, charging at a single person. Battlefields were a place where forces clashed against other forces. Never had a military force been used to kill just a single person.


This was theoretically possible, but in reality, the feat was so difficult to pull off that it was essentially impossible.


And this was the first time any of them were seeing cavalry pull off this impossible feat.


Bang!


There was a flash of light as the first wave of several hundred Wushang Cavalry gave a thunderous blow to the enormous ghost dragon. Time seemed to freeze for a moment, and as the several hundred Wushang Cavalry charged through, the terrifying ghost dragon seemed to lose a great deal of its luster.


This was only the beginning, as the first wave was soon followed by a second, a third, a fourth… The endless charges and fierce collisions came fast and thick, heard across the battlefield. And during this process, the strongest attacks of Li Siye and his subordinates also arrived.


No one could clearly make out what was actually happening, as the churning sands stirred by the charge of five thousand warhorses converging on a single point had completely obscured the scene. But everyone could hear that heaven-shaking boom and that miserable scream.


"General!!"


"Milord!"


Behind the second defense line, on the distant hills to the east, on the walls of Talas, and in places even further away, everyone was paying attention to this clash, waiting with bated breath. Duwu Sili, Dalun Ruozan, Dusong Mangpoje, Huoshu Huicang, and Cheng Qianli were all watching this scene. Even Wang Chong's veneer of apathy finally showed the smallest crack, his straight brows imperceptibly rising.


Although Wang Chong had maintained his composure this entire time, sincerely believing that Li Siye could not possibly die here, how could he possibly remain unmoved when the true moment of life or death arrived?


Bang!


The sand and dust still hung over the battlefield, so no one knew the outcome of this clash. However, all of them could see that the invisible strength that had covered the eight thousand Celestial Wolf Cavalry had completely scattered. The illusions that had packed the field suddenly vanished, and with the disappearance of those nearly eight thousand illusions, all the scattered Celestial Wolf Cavalry were exposed.


"Kill! Don't let him run!"


"Over there!"


Shouts in the Tang language came from the cloud of dust, along with the thundering of horses in rapid pursuit. A burst of cheers immediately rose from the Tang camp. Even though the dust prevented a clear view of the situation, the dispersal of the Celestial Wolf Illusory Formation meant that this was a victory for the Great Tang.


Moreover, the Celestial Wolf Cavalry commander must have been heavily injured, as the formation would not have been broken otherwise.
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"Congratulations to user! 30 points of Destiny Energy have been rewarded!"


"Congratulations to user! 30 points of Destiny Energy have been rewarded!"


"Congratulations to user! 30 points of Destiny Energy have been rewarded!"


"Congratulations to user! 30 points of Destiny Energy have been rewarded!"


"Congratulations to user! 30 points of Destiny Energy have been rewarded!"


A string of messages immediately began to pour through Wang Chong's mind. 600, 800, 1000, 2000… in a few short moments, Wang Chong had obtained a tremendous sum of Destiny Energy, and the number was still rising. In this clash of elite cavalry, Wang Chong would receive 30 Destiny Energy for each Celestial Wolf Cavalry killed.


After a stalemate, the time for harvest had finally begun, the Skanda Halo and the Cutting Formation now proving their worth. Shamask had been heavily injured, and the Celestial Wolf Cavalry's formation had been broken. Without the power of their formation, the Celestial Wolf Cavalry suffered a drop in all their attributes: speed, strength, and even dexterity.


At this level of strength, the Celestial Wolf Cavalry were simply no match for the Wushang Cavalry and were immediately routed, suffering a large number of losses.


Swooshswooshswoosh! The Wushang Cavalry fully utilized their efficiency and teamwork, bolstered in their pursuit by the Halo of Dusk Stallion. Their peerlessly sharp Wootz Steel swords slashed every which way, and blood glimmered in the sunlight as one Celestial Wolf cavalryman after another fell to them.


At the very front of the Celestial Wolf Cavalry, a figure had his body pressed against his horse, his arms drooping down as he fled like a panicked wolf: Shamask. His face was pale, his eyes suffused with a deep fear. If one looked carefully, one would discover that under the attacks of the Skanda-strengthened Li Siye and the collective charge of the Wushang Cavalry, Shamask had dropped down from the Brigadier General level all the way to the Imperial Martial realm, down to Tier 7, even beneath Li Siye.


It was easy to see how badly Shamask had been wounded.


Never in Shamask's life had he suffered such a devastating defeat!


He had not been defeated by just Li Siye, or Kong Zi-an, Hong Youqi, or any of the others. He had been defeated by five thousand people, something he would have never dared to think possible in the past.


He did not dare to look back. That he had been able to escape with his life was only because his reaction had been fast. Taking the backlash, he had decided to end the Celestial Wolf Ghost Dragon Art early. In his current situation, if Li Siye and the others caught up and gave him another wave of blows, Shamask would be doomed.


"Impossible, impossible! How could such a formation exist in this world…"


Shamask was panicked and nervous. That flurry of blows had utterly shattered his confidence!


The strange tactic of those five thousand cavalry made Shamask feel like he was living a nightmare.


But Shamask's shock and dismay at the grievous defeat of the Celestial Wolf Cavalry were far outmatched by another person. Although he had not taken part in this battle, his honor and reputation had been on the line, as had that of the entire Western Turkic Khaganate!


"Bastard!"


On the high hill, Duwu Sili was dumbstruck, his entire body quivering in rage. The Celestial Wolf Cavalry was one of the three strongest forces of cavalry in the Western Turkic Khaganate. It had never been defeated before, and Duwu Sili had never believed that his troops could lose to the Great Tang.


"Shamask! You useless thing, you couldn't even kill a trifling Imperial Martial warrior!"


Duwu Sili clenched his fists, his eyes blazing with rage.


"Chekun Benba! Go and tell Shamask that if he can't defeat the Wushang Cavalry, he shouldn't come back," Duwu Sili coldly ordered.


"Yes, General!"


With Duwu Sili's words, a Turkic general at Tier 6 of the Saint Martial realm mounted his horse and took off in a cloud of dust toward the battlefield.


Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje couldn't help but shoot Duwu Sili a glance, a tinge of astonishment in their eyes. The Celestial Wolf Cavalry had suffered a major defeat and Shamask was seriously wounded. The two had believed that Duwu Sili would either personally enter the battlefield or would at least call the Celestial Wolf Cavalry back. They hadn't expected Duwu Sili to instead order the Celestial Wolf Cavalry to fight to the death.


The pair finally felt the tough and stubborn side of the Western Turkic Celestial Wolf Great General. They also understood how he had been able to dominate the steppe, rarely suffering defeat in his battles.


Only Dalun Ruozan was unperturbed. Long before they had begun working together, Dalun Ruozan had engaged in a thorough investigation of Duwu Sili, and he knew that only this Duwu Sili was the authentic one.


"Great Minister! Should we order Huoba Sangye…"


"There's no need. He's already moved out!"


Dalun Ruozan looked forward, a faint smile on his face.


Rumble! On the other end of Dalun Ruozan's gaze, the unmoving Mutri Great Cavalry that had been watching from the sidelines had begun to charge the moment the Celestial Wolf Cavalry had been defeated. In Huoba Sangye's view, the moment the Celestial Wolf Cavalry lost, they had also lost the right to challenge the Wushang Cavalry.


"All soldiers, kiiiiill!"


Huoba Sangye rode upon his divine steed, the wind rushing past him, his body leaning slightly forward as his eyes glowed with an intense desire to fight. Behind him, a searing wave of heat rose from the seven thousand Mutri Great Cavalry following behind him.


Ü-Tsang versus the Great Tang!


Mutri Great Cavalry versus Wushang Cavalry!


This was a decisive battle foreordained by fate!


Rumble! As the seven thousand Mutri Great Cavalry charged, they exerted an aura that was even more grandiose than that of the eight thousand Celestial Wolf Cavalry. All their eyes exploded with the fires of loathing and a desire to fight.


"Ready!"


Meanwhile, Li Siye, Huang Botian, Kong Zi-an, and the rest of the Wushang Cavalry officers had noticed the Mutri Great Cavalry approaching. Without the slightest hesitation, Li Siye recalled his men.


"The Mutri Great Cavalry!!"


Li Siye's pupils constricted at the sight of this cavalry force that set even the air itself ablaze, as he immediately recognized who they were.


The strongest cavalry force of the Ü-Tsang Empire, the only cavalry force titled as 'Great Cavalry'.


The 'Great' symbolized their unquestioned superiority!


Although Li Siye had never interacted with the Mutri Great Cavalry, he had fought with the White Braves of Ü-Tsang before. All the Wushang Cavalry had experienced the power of Dayan Mangban's White Braves. In that battle, the two had been on par with each other, and the ritual tools of the Bon religion had almost led to the destruction of the entire army.


The Mutri Great Cavalry were ranked even higher than the White Braves, so one could easily imagine how powerful they were.


"Everyone, get ready! Arrow Formation!"


Li Siye's voice resounded over the battlefield, and the Wushang Cavalry gathered behind him once more, the strength of the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation once more beginning to coalesce. One spear, two, three, four… forty-nine golden spears formed once more above the Wushang Cavalry, and a grim aura of slaughter began to swirl into the air.


The Skanda Halo could only last for an hour. Once this hour was up, Li Siye's cultivation level would fall back down to the Imperial Martial realm. Li Siye had to seize this opportunity to defeat both the Mutri Great Cavalry and the Celestial Wolf Cavalry. Only this way could he prevent the Qixi cavalry behind him from being routed.


Rumble! Under the light of the morning sun, the seven thousand Mutri Great Cavalry grew faster and faster: the Great Scarlet Sun Formation!


Huoba Sangye had immediately used the strongest formation of the Mutri Great Cavalry. An invisible energy began to flow through the air, enveloping his men, and the blazing energy of the morning sun was drawn away, condensing over their heads.


These flames turned from incorporeal to real, transforming into an enormous ball of fire that engulfed all the Mutri Great Cavalry. From a distance, it seemed like a moving sun had appeared on the earth.


"Ah!"


Gasps of alarm came from all sides of the battlefield at this astonishing sight. Even the Celestial Wolf Great General Duwu Sili couldn't hide his shock.


Very few people had not heard of the Mutri Great Cavalry, but because this cavalry force had always remained around the royal capital of the Ü-Tsang Empire, almost no one had ever experienced its true power.


The Great Scarlet Sun Formation had enveloped all the Mutri Great Cavalry within a ball of fire so dazzling that everyone had to squint when looking at it. This formation had a different strength from the Celestial Wolf Illusory Formation, a blazing and tyrannical power!


"Damn it! We can't even fully open our eyes. Li Siye, what do we do?" Huang Botian hollered. Even though he was at the Imperial Martial realm, he was still affected, unable to fully open his eyes or clearly make out the Mutri Great Cavalry, so one could easily imagine what state the rest of the Wushang Cavalry were in. The situation was extremely disadvantageous.


"That's right! The light around them is too intense. If we can't even see our opponents, we won't be able to attack them." Kong Zi-an's worried voice came from nearby.


Neither the Celestial Wolf Cavalry nor the Mutri Great Cavalry were ordinary opponents, and none of them had ever fought opponents like this. More importantly, the Mutri Great Cavalry seemed even more powerful than the Celestial Wolf Cavalry. The Great Scarlet Sun Formation had boosted their speed, strength, and dexterity, and their power continued to increase, almost on the verge of equaling the Wushang Cavalry.
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"Get ready! Everyone, listen to my orders. The Tibetan formation is similar to the Western Turkic formation in that it only affects our eyes and has no effect on our strength. In a little while, everyone listen for my whistles. No matter how many people are in front of us, just charge forward. If we can't use our eyes, just close them and listen with our ears!"


Li Siye's eyes shone with a determined light as he hardened his resolve.


When warriors met on the road, only the brave would emerge victorious. The Great Tang had nowhere to retreat. If not even the Wushang Cavalry could stop the Tibetan Mutri Great Cavalry, if nothing stopped the Mutri Great Cavalry, only disaster awaited the Tang army.


Li Siye had no choice except to fight!


Rumble!


The two cavalry forces charged closer and closer to each other.


"Milord, what should we do? Should we also go in? Work with the Mutri Great Cavalry to deal with the Great Tang?"


The Celestial Wolf Cavalry stopped in the distance and turned to their captain. The Mutri Great Cavalry had given the Celestial Wolf Cavalry a chance to catch their breath, and even reassemble to attack again. If the Celestial Wolf Cavalry now turned around and worked with the Mutri Great Cavalry, they could definitely defeat the Tang.


"No!"


The eyes of the vice commander of the Celestial Wolf Cavalry twinkled with desire, but he quickly shook his head and rejected the idea.


"The radiance of the Tibetan formation doesn't just affect the Tang, but us as well. After all, we're different from the Tibetans and use a different formation. If we force our way in, we might not only be of no help, but might even end up mistakenly attacking the Tibetans. It's not worth it!"


At the start, he had found it strange that the Tibetans had stopped and watched from the sidelines, but he suddenly understood that it wasn't because they weren't willing to help. Their formation was just too unique, its energy too tyrannical. It was a complete mismatch for the Celestial Wolf Illusory Formation.


Rooooar!


Putting aside the Celestial Wolf Cavalry and their hesitation, on the battlefield, a dragon gave a mighty roar in the heavens, causing everyone to look over to see what was happening. Li Siye was leading the Wushang Cavalry, commanding them by whistle, in a charge against the blazing sun of the Mutri Great Cavalry.


At present, the only person in the Wushang Cavalry who could remain unaffected by the light of the Great Scarlet Sun Formation was Li Siye, who was relying on the Skanda Halo to reach the Saint Martial realm.


Ten meters, eight meters, five meters…


Time seemed to suddenly slow to a crawl.


Boom!


The Tibetan Great Scarlet Sun Formation was far too dazzling for anyone to see what was going on in the battlefield. They could only see a force of several thousand cavalry crash into an enormous blazing ball of fire. Shockwaves of energy swept in every direction as they crashed against each other with such force that even the distant second defense line trembled.


Countless horses whinnied and neighed in panic.


The waves of heat rolling off the clash of these two cavalry forces spread for several thousand zhang, causing all the grass in this area to wither. Even the Tibetan and Turkic warhorses began to neigh, their eyes shrinking in fear as they began to flee.


Bangbangbangbang!


After a brief moment of silence, the sounds of innumerable collisions could be heard, as thick as the rain. Countless warhorses crashed into each other in the blinding sunlight and then galloped past each other.


"Everyone, keep up! Don't fall out of formation!"


"Close your eyes! Follow General's whistles!"


"Maintain the formation! Kill!"


The battlefield was a scene of complete chaos. The Mutri Great Cavalry's Great Scarlet Sun Formation that borrowed the power of the sunlight was clearly showing its advantages at this moment. Although the formation rendered more than half the battlefield blind, the Mutri Great Cavalry were completely unaffected.


Boomboomboom!


Their large and lengthy scimitars constantly swung through the air, dragging behind them the dark shadow of death as they accurately struck the Wushang Cavalry. These weapons were completely different from ordinary Tibetan weapons. Though they were still scimitars, they were on a whole different level in terms of size, sharpness, and weight.


These scarlet scimitars struck with the weight of ten thousand jun, and each one was suffused with a searing energy that traveled through the scimitar into the body of the enemy.


Even the White Braves would find it impossible to endure this scorching power.


This was one of the reasons the Mutri Great Cavalry was able to become the strongest cavalry force in the Ü-Tsang Empire!


Boomboomboom!


One rain of collisions came after another. The entire battlefield reverberated with the sounds of the impacts.


"Careful—their scimitars are strange! …Ah!"


"What sturdy armor! General, our Wootz Steel swords can't cut through their armor!"


"Ah!!"


The Mutri Great Cavalry were not merely hard to deal with because of the blazing energy in their scimitars. Their golden-red armor was also brimming with this scorching power.


The Wootz Steel swords wielded by the Wushang Cavalry were extremely sharp, capable of cutting through steel several feet thick. The Celestial Wolf Cavalry had armor made from the best steel and strengthened through many toughening inscriptions, yet the Wootz Steel swords could still cut halfway through this armor. But the situation with the Mutri Great Cavalry was completely different. The sharp Wootz Steel swords could only leave shallow indents on their armor, around half an inch thick.


The armor of the Mutri Great Cavalry was much tougher than they had imagined.


"I did not think, Great Minister, that the Tibetan Plateau could also produce such powerful equipment!" Duwu Sili suddenly said, squinting.


Although the Tibetan Great Scarlet Sun Formation was dazzling and brilliant, it had little effect on a supreme Great General like Duwu Sili. What surprised Duwu Sili most of all was this Tibetan armor.


Duwu Sili's Celestial Wolf Cavalry had just clashed with the Tang, so he understood just how sharp those swords were.


"General's praise is too much. It's just some suits of armor. They are hardly worth mentioning."


Dalun Ruozan faintly smiled and explained no more.


Dalun Ruozan had prepared much more for this battle than many people could imagine. He knew the Wootz Steel swords were forged from the Hyderabad ore obtained in the distant Sindhu, and they were so sharp that they could cut through iron like it was mud. Their terrifying power had been displayed long ago in the war of the southwest, and since Dalun Ruozan was preparing to deal with Wang Chong, he could not possibly leave the Wootz Steel swords out of his plans.


Ü-Tsang resided on the plateau, a barren land that lacked resources, a far poorer land than the Great Tang. Even so, Ü-Tsang had an advantage that no one else had. Over countless years, many meteorites had fallen from the skies and landed upon various places in the vast lands of the plateau.


These meteorites had been of very little interest to anyone, and most of them were left where they were, until Dalun Ruozan gave the order to have all these meteorites and their metals gathered.


The amount of Meteoric Metal on the Tibetan Plateau was probably far smaller than the meteorites that Wang Liang had transported from overseas, but it was more than enough to equip seven thousand Mutri Great Cavalry.


Dalun Ruozan had consumed a great deal of energy to mix the Meteoric Metal with the armor of the Mutri Great Cavalry and reforge them into the current suits of armor.


The current scene might have been a surprise to Duwu Sili and the Celestial Wolf Cavalry, but it was completely within Dalun Ruozan's expectations.


Rumble!


In the distance, the two cavalry units had finally charged past each other, having reached the conclusion of their clash. The Great Tang's Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation had received a savage blow, losing half of the golden spears, and the dark clouds in the sky had also completely dispersed. But the Mutri Great Cavalry had not fared too much better, and the scarlet light was now half as dazzling. It was still radiant, but it was much less blinding.


In this battle, the two sides had been evenly matched. Neither formation had shattered, and both sides had suffered very few casualties.


Huang Botian turned around and shouted, "Li Siye! How should we fight now?"


The Wushang Cavalry had successfully utilized the Arrow Formation to charge through the Mutri Great Cavalry. The Meteoric Metal armor Wang Chong had equipped them with had played an extremely important role. Just like their Wootz Steel swords against the armor of the Mutri Great Cavalry, the scimitars of the Mutri Great Cavalry had similarly found it impossible to cut through the Meteoric Metal armor.


"The current situation is not good. Their Stellar Energy is infused with a searing flame energy. We have to think of a way to break their core!" Kong Zi-an loudly shouted out.


This was not their first time fighting with an elite Tibetan cavalry force. They were no stranger to the fiery energy running through the Mutri Great Cavalry. This was not normal Stellar Energy, but derived from some special ritual tool.


Dayan Mangban and the White Braves had used a similar method at the battle of the triangular gap.


"Don't worry about that! If we just charge at them a few more times, we'll shatter their formation! Their weapons and armors aren't as strong as ours. With each charge, we can break more of their armor, and if we charge enough times, we can rout them!" Li Siye ordered, his voice firm and determined.
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The Mutri Great Cavalry was much stronger than the White Braves or the Celestial Wolf Cavalry, and it was much more valiant as well, but the current Wushang Cavalry was also on a completely different level. If the Wushang Cavalry had had their current equipment at the battle of the triangular gap, the White Braves wouldn't have been a problem at all, even with the Heart of the Great Bon.


Bzzt! Following Li Siye's order, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry kicked up a cloud of dust as they turned around and charged back at the Mutri Great Cavalry. This time, however, they had their backs to the morning sun and experienced a completely different situation. While the seven thousand Mutri Great Cavalry still had that dazzling red radiance about them, it was no longer so blinding that the Wushang Cavalry couldn't even open their eyes.


In addition, with the sunlight behind them, they could clearly make out each one of the Mutri Great Cavalry in the red light.


Bang!


The Wushang Cavalry were galvanized by this sight and let out an earth-shaking roar of elation.


"Kiiill!"


Armor rattled and horses neighed as the Wushang Cavalry once more entered the fray.


"Kill them!"


At the same time, Huoba Sangye bellowed, his eyes red and glowing with a savage light. His Mutri Great Cavalry made no attempts to run or evade, also turning to charge at Li Siye's men. In that exchange just now, Huoba Sangye had grasped the strength of the Wushang Cavalry.


This force of Tang cavalry truly was fierce and agile, but not to an unstoppable level.


Meanwhile, in a place that no one was paying attention, Chekun Benba unsheathed his sword and rode forth on his stalwart Turkic steed. "All soldiers, assemble! Work with the Tibetans and kill them!"


The Great Scarlet Sun Formation of the Mutri Great Cavalry had been weakened, its radiance dimming. This was not just a boon for the Wushang Cavalry. It also provided an opportunity for the defeated Celestial Wolf Cavalry to assist the Mutri Great Cavalry.


This force of Tang cavalry was truly too powerful. If they had not seen it for themselves, they would have never believed that the infantry country that was the Great Tang would also possess such powerful cavalry. The primarily nomadic countries of the Western Turkic Khaganate and the Ü-Tsang Empire were finding it nearly impossible to defeat them, so the best solution right now was to work together.


Rumble! The Celestial Wolf Cavalry gathered together and charged forward under Chekun Benba's command, raising the curtain on a chaotic battle.


……


"Pass on my order. Execute the plan!"


While these three elite cavalry forces were drawing the attention of everyone else on the battlefield, behind the second line of defense, Wang Chong slowly looked away and swung down his hand. The outcome of this battle would still need some time to decide, making this a perfect time to begin his plan.


Bong!


War drums suddenly began to thunder from the eastern side of the battlefield, tinged with a metallic timbre. This sudden drumming instantly attracted everyone's attention. On the hills beneath the tall white yak banner of the Ngari Royal Lineage, Dalun Ruozan almost instinctively looked to see what was happening.


Wang Chong, mounted on the White-hoofed Shadow, locked eyes with Dalun Ruozan across the battlefield and gave him a profound smile.


Buzz! Dalun Ruozan's eyes widened at the sight of this smile, immediately sensing an ill foreboding. He and Wang Chong had exchanged so many blows in the southwest that he had a deep understanding of this seventeen-year-old. He would never do anything without reason or objective.


But Dalun Ruozan currently had no idea what had gone wrong or what Wang Chong's smile meant.


"Attack!"


Putting aside Dalun Ruozan, Wang Chong pointed his Wootz Steel sword forward and then swung it down in the direction of the tens of thousands of Tibetan and Turkic cavalry. In the next moment, the tens of thousands of Tang soldiers defending the second defense line suddenly surged forward like a landslide.


Even Xu Keyi's ballista soldiers left the line, advancing east under the protection of heavily-equipped shieldmen.


Twangtwangtwang!


The long black ballista bolts howled through the battlefield, leaving behind trails of death in the air as they shot toward the Tibetan and Turkic cavalry. Squelchsquelchsquelch! As the bolts pierced through them, throngs of Tibetan and Turkic cavalry were cut down like weeds, their corpses dropping into the dust.


"Kill!"


Their howls reaching the heavens, the countless mercenaries of the Western Regions lunged forward like a tiger leaping down from a mountain, their weapons flailing in the air.


And this was not the only shift on the battlefield. Around a thousand zhang from the second defense line, Sun Zhiming, Zhuang Zhengping, Chi Weisi, Gao Feng, and Nie Yan had paired up, the soldiers led under these pairings 'coincidentally' distributed across the eastern, central, and western parts of the battlefield. When the drums began to thunder, these officers began to move together.


"Lord Marquis has sent the signal! Go!"


"Haha, Dalun Ruozan still took the bait. He's still no match for Lord Marquis!"


"Hurry! Don't delay Lord Marquis's plans! Sir Li Siye has already completed his mission, so it's our turn now!"


All these officers had eyes glowing with vim and vigor. Dalun Ruozan believed that he had a deep understanding of the marquis, but alas, the marquis was far more formidable than Dalun Ruozan could imagine. In terms of tactics and strategy, Dalun Ruozan and the marquis had always been on different levels. Rumble! The three groups of Tang soldiers in the eastern, central, and western parts of the battlefield immediately began to push out to their sides.


If one looked down from the sky, one could see that these three groups had formed an enormous arc that divided the hundred-thousand-some-strong Turko-Tibetan army down the middle. The tens of thousands of soldiers charging out from the second defense line completed this trap, encircling about sixty thousand Tibetan and Turkic cavalry.


An army of nearly one hundred thousand had surrounded an army of around sixty thousand, and the larger army even had the power of ballistae on their side. One could easily imagine what would happen to the encircled enemy.


"Not good!"


Dalun Ruozan immediately paled. All of this had been unexpected and had happened too quickly. Dalun Ruozan had sectioned off Wang Chong's forty thousand cavalry into three places, and he was confident that he had fully suppressed them. In Dalun Ruozan's plan, he was on the verge of defeating them. But now, Dalun Ruozan understood that those three groups of cavalry hadn't been forced into those positions at all.


From the very start of the battle, they had intended on being partitioned into those areas.


"Order all the soldiers on the vanguard to retreat!


"Order the left wing and right wing to advance and do all they can to break the Tang's blockade line!


"Tell Huoba Sangye to abandon his battle with the Wushang Cavalry and advance to scatter the three groups of Tang cavalry!"


Dalun Ruozan immediately gave a string of orders. The blustery winds on the hill stirred his robes and hair, and while Dalun Ruozan seemed calm on the surface, a hint of anxiety was still visible deep within his eyes.


Dalun Ruozan had made his name many years ago, and even when he had been matching wits with a Great General of the Central Plains like Zhangchou Jianqiong, he had never felt the smallest ripple of emotion. However, when fighting Wang Chong, Dalun Ruozan had to put in all his energy and focus. Wang Chong's art of war was a complete mismatch from this generation, and his strategy and tactics were unconventional and unpredictable.


The fierce battle between the three supreme cavalry forces should have been the main draw of this battle, the clash that would decide the overall outcome. But in Wang Chong's view, this was just bait, with the battle between the more than one hundred thousand Turko-Tibetan cavalry and the Tang cavalry being the true objective.


One second ago, Dalun Ruozan had held the advantage, but now, the situation had suddenly reversed. His vast army had been cut in two, with half of it now in desperate straits and at risk of being completely wiped out! This sort of situation could only ever have happened to him when fighting against Wang Chong.


Rumble!


The army immediately began to move according to Dalun Ruozan's orders. In a cloud of roiling dust, the Celestial Wolf, Wushang, and Mutri Cavalry were engaged in savage combat, but when Huoba Sangye received Dalun Ruozan's order, he hesitated for only a few moments before turning around.


"All soldiers, hear my order! Disregard the Wushang Cavalry and follow me!"


The armor of the Wushang Cavalry was too sturdy and had been further bolstered by many toughening inscriptions. The weapons of the Mutri Great Cavalry were simply incapable of cutting through this armor. There was no way this battle could be brought to a close in a short time. In addition, he would still have a chance to fight a decisive battle with the Wushang Cavalry, but not if the rest of the army was routed.


"Hyah!"


With a shout, Huoba Sangye immediately led his Mutri Great Cavalry streaking like a fireball into the distance.


"Great General has ordered us to go as well!"


At almost the same time, Chekun Benba received the order from Duwu Sili as well. Duwu Sili and Dalun Ruozan currently shared in both victory and defeat. If the army were routed and suffered too many losses, there would be no way to continue this battle. Forty-thousand-some Western Turkic cavalry alone would be able to accomplish nothing.


Moreover, Turkic cavalry were also included in the approximately sixty thousand men trapped in the encirclement.


Gallop! A few moments later, Chekun Benba had led the several thousand Celestial Wolf Cavalry away. For these two cavalry forces to abandon the battle with their foe at almost the same time seemed absurd, but it had truly happened.


If Wang Chong succeeded in dividing and wiping out those sixty thousand soldiers, he would win the battle outright. In comparison to this severe consequence, the stalemate between the three cavalry forces was not very important at all.
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"General, Lord Marquis has succeeded!!"


Cheers broke out from the battlefield. As the Celestial Wolf Cavalry and Mutri Great Cavalry began to gallop off, Kong Zi-an could no longer contain his joy and excitement. The marquis did not lightly act, but once he did, the outcome of a battle would be decided. Based on the worried and anxious looks on the faces of the Celestial Wolf Cavalry and Mutri Great Cavalry, it was clear that the marquis's plan had succeeded.




"Mm."


Li Siye nodded. Only he roughly understood Wang Chong's plan, with the rest of his soldiers essentially knowing nothing. With the plan executed, it was time for the Wushang Cavalry to withdraw as well.


"All soldiers, hear my order! Immediately turn back and impede the Celestial Wolf Cavalry and Mutri Great Cavalry! Don't let them disrupt Lord Marquis's plan!"


Li Siye's eyes flashed with a sharp light as he patted his horse and immediately charged off in pursuit of the two cavalry forces.


"Let's go!"


Huang Botian, Kong Zi-an, and the others followed, leaving a trail of dust as they galloped off. The three Halos of Dusk Stallion provided such an enormous boost in speed that the Celestial Wolf Cavalry were only able to charge a little distance before the Wushang Cavalry caught up.


"Stop them!"


After a brief flurry of thought, Chekun Benba had his Celestial Wolf Cavalry turn around and charge toward Li Siye. However, Chekun Benba had miscalculated. While still several dozen zhang away, Li Siye and the Wushang Cavalry made a sudden turn, completely ignoring inertia as they drew a massive arc along the earth and essentially swerved around the Celestial Wolf Cavalry.


In all the world, only the Wushang Cavalry were capable of such a feat.


Boom!


Before Chekun Benba could catch up, the Wushang Cavalry had already bypassed them and were charging toward the Mutri Great Cavalry ahead.


"Damn it! After them!"


Chekun Benba was infuriated. Shamask had suffered a drastic drop in strength, plunging to the Imperial Martial realm, so he was no longer capable of using the Celestial Wolf Illusory Formation. Chekun Benba was also not at the Brigadier General level and was similarly incapable. Thus, the Celestial Wolf Cavalry simply could not catch up to the Wushang Cavalry boosted by three layers of the Halo of Dusk Stallion as well as the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation.


Neigh!


Almost immediately after the Wushang Cavalry bypassed Chekun Benba's forces, a mountainous figure on the hills suddenly charged out on his horse, leaping more than ten zhang into the air and landing on the plains, catching Dalun Ruozan and the others completely by surprise.


"Duwu Sili!!"


Dalun Ruozan couldn't help but furrow his brow.


Huoshu Huicang rode up on his horse and asked, "Great Minister, what do we do? Duwu Sili has moved out, completely against the plan we set out beforehand."


After a few moments of silence, Dalun Ruozan said, "Let him go!"


In his original plan, the Imperial Great Generals would only move out at the final moment. It wasn't because he was being overly cautious, but because Great Generals had a special status. Once one side mobilized their Great Generals, the other side would undoubtedly adopt their countermeasures, and in the end, what would occur was a battle between two Imperial Great Generals.


Not only would this be of little help to the battle, but the fight between two Great Generals would spread to many ordinary soldiers and increase the meaningless losses on both sides.


Thus, in large battles, Imperial Great Generals would not enter the fray unless absolutely necessary. However, this was an urgent situation, so Duwu Sili's decision was within reason.


"Huoshu Huicang, Dusong Mangpoje, you two might as well go too, to avoid any surprises!" Dalun Ruozan said.


Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje grunted and set off, their horses loudly neighing as they leapt from the hills like dragons flying out from the sea. In a flash, the entire battlefield began to quake.


Duwu Sili, Huoshu Huicang, and Dusong Mangpoje descended upon the battlefield like a storm, immediately attracting the attention of everyone on the battlefield. Even the distant Abu Muslim had noticed.


"The Tibetans and Turks have mobilized. We should move out as well. Pass on my order! All soldiers, attack!"


With a rumbling, Abu Muslim placed his hands on the armrest of his golden throne and slowly stood up, a powerful desire to fight erupting from his body.


Rumble!


At almost the same time, a powerful energy rose from the high walls of Talas in response. All the Arabs could see a tall and slender figure, grasping a sword and wearing a full suit of black armor, standing on the southeast corner of the walls like a god, his eyes shining with a light more dazzling than the sun's.


At this moment, the tens of thousands of Arab soldiers seemed like fireflies in front of the bright moon.


"Gao Xianzhi!"


Abu Muslim's body trembled, and though he had been prepared to step out just a moment ago, he suddenly stopped. Two months of bitter combat had made Abu Muslim quite familiar with this commander of the Anxi Protectorate army. This was the first person of the Great Tang to win his admiration, and though they were enemies, Abu Muslim still held a great deal of respect for Gao Xianzhi, both for his strength and for his resolve!


"Lord Governor?"


A voice came from his side. A burly Arab general was staring at the Abbasid Governor of Iron and Blood, awaiting his decision.


"Inform Ziyad to continue commanding the battle. All soldiers, continue the attack!" Abu Muslim said as he sat himself back down.


He and Gao Xianzhi had exchanged far more than just once. If they fought, the battle would take some time to be decided. Even though he had always held the advantage in this battle, Abu Muslim had never been able to do much against Gao Xianzhi. If it was Gao Xianzhi stepping forward, there was no need to continue this clash between Great Generals.


Such a fight would be utterly meaningless!


……


"Duwu Sili!"


Meanwhile, on the eastern battlefield, behind the second defense line, Wang Chong spotted the storm of energy signifying that the Celestial Wolf Great General was entering the battle. Smiling, he had his White-hoofed Shadow trot forward.


The Celestial Wolf Great General!


He was one of the best Great Generals of the Western Turkic Khaganate, and though Wang Chong had never met him before, he had heard many legends about him. Of the formidable foes ringing the Great Tang, the Celestial Wolf Great General counted as one of the upper class, with his martial arts and wartime methods becoming the subject of analysis in the apocalyptic era, material that Wang Chong used to become the War Saint.


I'm truly looking forward to it!


Wang Chong continued to smile as he quickened his pace. Around him, Xu Keyi's ballista army was also rapidly advancing. Volley after volley of ballista bolts covered the earth. Wang Chong's plan was already proving effective. The encircled Tibetan and Turk cavalry were in chaos, and the attacks coming from all sides were inflicting terrible losses.


Swooshswooshswoosh!


As another volley of ballista bolts landed, thousands of Tibetan and Turkic cavalry dropped to the ground, their blood flowing thick over the earth around shattered weapons, some of it even turning into bloody mist.


In the distance, Li Siye's Wushang Cavalry were doing their utmost to impede the Mutri Great Cavalry. He was not directly attacking them, but instead using the three layers of the Halo of Dusk Stallion to reach the battlefield ahead of them.


"Scatter them!" Li Siye roared. Wielding his enormous sword, he led the charge into the Tibetan and Turkic cavalry, swiftly followed by his men.


"Kiiill!"


Neigh!


Horses shrilly neighed as Li Siye and his five thousand Wushang Cavalry used their advantage in speed to charge against the cavalry again and again. If not even the Celestial Wolf Cavalry were a match for the Wushang Cavalry, ordinary cavalry certainly were not. The only sounds were screams and the thumps of warhorses crashing to the ground. After a few rounds of charges, all the Tibetan and Turkic cavalry around the middle of the dividing line had been routed.


"Ah! It's the Wushang Cavalry! Run! They're too strong! We're no match for them!"


"Get out of the way! Don't block the road! Ah!"


The Wushang Cavalry under the Ten Charges Ten Victories Formation had thrown the entire area of the battlefield into disarray, the Tibetans and Turks losing any semblance of organization and formation. Many of the Tibetan and Turkic cavalry panicked in the face of the Wushang Cavalry's power and wanted to flee, but the surge of soldiers advancing cut them off.


"Bastards! They're far too despicable!"


The most enraged of all were the Mutri Great Cavalry, the officers fuming as they saw they were being obstructed by the disorder of their own side. They had only been a little slower than the Wushang Cavalry, but this tiny delay had completely lost the Mutri Great Cavalry their chance. With so many panicked soldiers in front of them, the Mutri Great Cavalry would have to kill their way through if they wanted to assault the Tang encirclement.


"Go! I don't care who it is! Kill anyone who gets in the way!" Huoba Sangye declared in an icy voice, his body leaning forward as his eyes shone with a frigid light.


Bang!


Before all of his soldiers had heard his order, there was a black flash of light. An enormous black silhouette had shot forward and smashed into a Turkic horseman ahead. With a tremendous boom and a plaintive whinny, the horseman was sent flying more than ten meters into the air.


Boomboomboom! Huoba Sangye's body was brimming with Stellar Energy as he continued to heedlessly smash his way through. The sounds of the collisions were like a rain, mixing in with the screams as Huoba Sangye knocked another six horsemen into the air.


Everyone was stunned by this abrupt scene.


Even the panicked Tibetan and Turkic cavalry were dumbfounded. No one had expected Huoba Sangye to lash out against his own side. Swish! A scimitar gleamed and flames sputtered as a Tibetan and his mount were cleaved in two. Huoba Sangye's face was callous and cold this entire time, and as the scarlet scimitar in his hands dripped blood, his eyes showed no signs that he cared.
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Bang!


After a few moments of silence, all the panicked cavalry finally realized that Huoba Sangye was not joking. He even dared to kill his own men, much less the Turks. All of them began to shout and scream as they tried to get out of the way.


"All of you get out of my way! Anyone who doesn't, dies!"


Huoba Sangye's callous voice resounded across the skies. As the chief guard of the Ü-Tsang Empire's royal capital, Huoba Sangye could cross a line that Imperial Great Generals like Dusong Mangpoje and Huoshu Huicang could not. These Great Generals could never slaughter their own men.


But the chief guard of the royal capital was different. One of the important duties of the royal guards was to kill rebels, to execute those warriors of the royal lineages who had disloyal thoughts. Over the course of history, the Four Royal Lineages of Ü-Tsang had developed ambitions for the authority of the Tsenpo no small number of times.


For the sake of protecting the Tsenpo and safeguarding the royal authority, the generations of chief guards had killed many Tibetans.


In this aspect, Huoba Sangye was inherently different from Dusong Mangpoje and the others.


Buzz!


Huoba Sangye's tactic quickly became effective. The invisible 'wall' of disorder consisting of Tibetan and Turkic cavalry recoiled to the sides, opening a path for the Mutri Great Cavalry.


"This Huoba Sangye is truly a formidable one!"


In the rear, Li Siye was easily tossing aside Tibetan cavalry with his sword. When he saw what had happened, he couldn't help but widen his eyes, sensing that this was a rather troublesome opponent. Huoba Sangye was far more formidable than he had expected. Though his methods seemed cruel, he had not actually killed that many people.


The effects, however, had been almost immediate, a panicking army of thousands immediately opening a path for him.


But it took only a few moments for Li Siye's eyes to turn cold and his entire body to explode with a desire to fight.


"Everyone, follow me!" He immediately began to urge his Ferghana steed in a charge against Huoba Sangye. The Skanda Halo would remain active for a little longer, and Li Siye was still capable of fighting a battle with Huoba Sangye.



"Go! Everyone follow General Li!"


Huang Botian's call to action resounded over the battlefield.


A valiant and mighty general like Li Siye was precisely the sort of person the martial maniac of Wushang Village admired the most. Boom! With a fist covered in the rocks summoned from the earth, Huang Botian sent two Tibetan soldiers flying and followed Li Siye with his soldiers.


Kong Zi-an and Hong Youqi did the same.


The Mutri Great Cavalry were a terrifying fighting force, and if they were to reach the regular Tang cavalry, Sun Zhiming and the others were certain to suffer grievous casualties. Only the Wushang Cavalry were capable of dealing with them.


"There's no need. Li Siye, Huang Botian, Kong Zi-an, all three of you withdraw!"


As the three of them were making ready to do battle with the Mutri Great Cavalry, a calm and familiar voice resounded in their ears. At the same time, they all heard a galloping sound that was different from the rest. It was graceful, yet vigorous, relaxed, and yet rhythmic, and the time between the hooves hitting the ground was rather long.


This long gap in time meant that this warhorse was covering an extremely large distance with each stride. This was definitely no ordinary warhorse.


Hwoom!


In a gust of wind, a young, determined, and dignified figure, mounted upon a warhorse with hooves of pure white, galloped past them, catching up to Li Siye.


"Lord Marquis!!"


Li Siye, Huang Botian, Kong Zi-an, and all the others immediately recognized this person.


"Leave this Huoba Sangye to me! You go and deal with the others!"


Wang Chong's voice was relaxed and confident as it echoed in their ears. Before they could react, however, Wang Chong had already galloped ahead. All of them could only see his lean and slender back, yet it seemed imposing, determined, powerful, unstoppable. He was a blazing sun all on his own as he charged at the scorching fire of the Mutri Great Cavalry.


"Seeking death!!!"


Huoba Sangye squinted, and when he saw that the one charging at the front was not Li Siye, but the commander-in-chief of the Qixi Protectorate army, Wang Chong, his eyes exploded with a heaven-shaking killing intent. Everyone knew that Wang Chong's strongest trait was his grasp of strategy, not his martial arts.


For Wang Chong to come charging at him was exactly what Huoba Sangye wanted!


If he could kill Wang Chong, the Great Tang army would fall apart.


Roooar!


The scarlet-eyed Huoba Sangye roared, his red scimitar unleashing a wave of heat as he transformed into a blazing fireball that hurtled toward Wang Chong. The Mutri Great Cavalry followed him in this charge, a massive wave that seemed intent on sweeping away everything that stood in its way!


On the other end, Wang Chong was indifferent, unsheathing his Wootz Steel sword with a clang as he charged toward the Mutri Great Cavalry with a reckless and daring momentum.


"Fire Elephant Ray!"


"Great Yin Yang Art!


"Vast Heaven Earth Art!"


Wang Chong and Huoba Sangye immediately used their strongest techniques, the two streaking toward each other like shooting stars and smashing into each other in the air. On one side was an elephant of flames more than ten meters high, while on the other were the images of the sun and moon.


Boom!


Waves of heat rolled in every direction. "Ah!" With a burst of screams, Huoba Sangye and the twenty-some Mutri Great Cavalry around him seemed to smash into an invisible and immovable wall, and upon collision, they were sent flying in all directions.


Boundless fire licked at the heavens, but at the edge of this torrent of fire, Wang Chong stood like an immovable monolith, unharmed by a single one of the explosions of flame in the air. Countless people were stunned by this sight, and even Dalun Ruozan was at a loss for words.


In the war of the southwest, he had experienced Wang Chong's grasp of the art of war, but he had never realized that Wang Chong's martial arts had reached such an incredible level that even a Brigadier General like Huoba Sangye was no match for him.


"Kiiill!"


More shouts came from all around. Huoba Sangye's defeat had not discouraged the rest of the Mutri Great Cavalry, only further provoked their killing intent. Rumble! The thousands of Mutri Great Cavalry surged forward like a massive wave, slashing their scarlet scimitars at Wang Chong.


This was several thousand of the strongest cavalry against one person!


No one could simultaneously deal with several thousand cavalry of this level at the same time. Even Shamask had been brought down from the Saint Martial realm and been forced to flee like a panicked wolf. However, Wang Chong simply stood before this furious wave of Mutri Great Cavalry and smiled.


Buzz!


Wang Chong flicked his wrist, and in a flash, winds began to howl in a fifty-zhang radius around him. The horsemen began to shout in panic as an invisible energy took control of their warhorses and forcibly altered the trajectories of their charges.


Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!


A series of impacts resounded over the battlefield as the Mutri Great Cavalry in Wang Chong's vicinity crashed into each other like they were puppets on strings.


The warhorses neighed and shrieked as they dropped to the ground in clouds of dust.


In the blink of an eye, Wang Chong was surrounded by the collapsed figures of the Mutri Great Cavalry. This development was so abrupt that the Mutri Great Cavalry in the rear could not stop themselves in time and crashed into their compatriots.


The area for fifty zhang in front of Wang Chong was a scene of utter mayhem, with practically no Mutri Great Cavalry left standing.


The Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art!


After absorbing all of Wanhe Peiluo's energy, Wang Chong had advanced to Tier 7 of the Saint Martial realm, allowing him to develop even finer control of this supreme technique. Only this technique could allow him to control the charging trajectories of all the cavalry in the radius of several dozen zhang around him, like they were playthings in the palm of his hand.


By using the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, Wang Chong had rendered this battle of one against several thousand into nothing, and his leisurely expression indicated that he wasn't even tired.


However, despite this inconceivable sight, Wang Chong did not strike while the iron was hot and kill these Mutri Great Cavalry. His eyes turned elsewhere. A god-like figure mounted on a mighty divine steed was galloping toward him, a storm of blazing energy surrounding him.


"Brat, I didn't think you had this sort of ability. However, no matter how high your martial arts are, today, Talas will be your grave!"


Duwu Sili's voice was like thunder, descending from on high with a disdainful and majestic dominance.


Neigh!


While these words echoed in the air, Duwu Sili's steed neighed, reared up, and made an outrageous leap, soaring high into the air to cross the gap of several dozen zhang. With the morning light at his back, Duwu Sili's face was concealed by shadow, leaving only the black silhouette of him and his horse stark against the light.


The Duwu Sili of this moment was an imposing giant, his body exuding a dreadful aura that lorded over all things, and even the sky itself was blocked out. As Duwu Sili descended from the air, everyone would feel like they were lowly and insignificant beings, mere ants before a god that controlled all!
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Celestial Wolf Great General Duwu Sili!


This was a dreadful existence who surpassed even Beiting Protector-General An Sishun. Even when compared to all the Great Generals of the world, Duwu Sili was ranked among the best!


In his life, he had slain innumerable experts, and there were very few people in Talas that could measure up to him. Even Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi would have to fight him with his full strength and attention. As Duwu Sili attacked with his mightiest blow, everyone who saw it paled in fear.


"Lord Marquis!!"


"Careful!"


In the rear, Li Siye, Huang Botian, Kong Zi-an, and Hong Youqi cried out in alarm. Even farther away, Wang Yan, Wang Fu, Zhang Que, Cheng Qianli, and Gao Xianzhi also paled.


"Not good! Duwu Sili is no Wanhe Peiluo! Wang Chong is no match for him!"


Gao Xianzhi felt his heart sink as he watched from the walls of Talas. Gao Xianzhi hadn't fought many times with the Celestial Wolf Great General, but he was well aware that Duwu Sili was ranked as one of the top three Great Generals of the Western Turkic Khaganate, with very few people superior to him.


Although Wang Chong seemed very powerful, and not even a Brigadier General like Wanhe Peiluo was able to contend against him, he was still not a Great General. There was an essential difference between Great Generals and those below their level.


Gao Xianzhi had never imagined that Wang Chong would go and challenge Duwu Sili on his own, but it was too late to stop him now.


"It's over!"


Gao Xianzhi's heart was a block of ice. Wang Chong's strategic capabilities were far superior to his martial arts. One could see this alone through the well-hidden trap he had laid for the Tibetan and Turkic soldiers right in front of Dalun Ruozan.


This sort of strategic mind was extremely precious for the Battle of Talas, exactly what the Tang needed.


If Wang Chong were killed, the Tang would suffer a massive blow.


Buzz!


More than half of the battlefield was focused on Wang Chong and Duwu Sili. Everyone believed that Wang Chong was doomed when they suddenly heard a bout of roaring laughter.


"Duwu Sili! It's still too early for you to say such words!"


Boom!


An enormous explosion resounded through the heavens. Amidst the blustery winds and the light of the rising sun, Wang Chong stood like an immovable mountain, his black silhouette exuding a storm of energy completely out of sorts with his thin physique.


Beneath, enormous war halos vibrated and resounded, resonating with the halos beneath Li Siye, Huang Botian, Kong Zi-an, and the five thousand Wushang Cavalry. It was clear that all these halos were melding together.


Bzzzz! The air suddenly began to drone, and as everyone looked on in astonishment, a black-armored god more than forty meters tall with four arms manifested in the air, the vajra pestles formed from Stellar Energy in its hands all swinging toward Duwu Sili with the fury of a storm.


Bang!


This clash produced an immense shockwave, but it was surprisingly Duwu Sili that was sent flying with his horse despite his full-strength attack. He crashed into the ground, sending a cloud of dust into the air. Everyone was stunned, even Huoshu Huicang, Dusong Mangpoje, and Dalun Ruozan.


They were no strangers to the sort of technique Wang Chong had used. In the southwest, Wang Chong's father Wang Yan had used this sort of technique to contend against the massive manpower of the Mengshe–Ü-Tsang army. But they had not expected Wang Chong to also know such a technique, and the god that Wang Chong had summoned had a completely different appearance from the one Wang Yan had summoned.


"The Godking Yama Formation!"


On the distant walls of Talas, Gao Xianzhi was stunned as he stared at that distant four-armed god.


The Central Plains possessed ten God Formations of prodigious power. These include the Mighty Miracle God Formation, the Vajra God Formation, and this one, the Godking Yama Formation. These ten formations needed to coalesce the strength of an army, and none of them was easy to learn.


These formations required superb teamwork, for the members to have similar martial arts, and many other strict requirements, so even extremely formidable martial artists had failed to learn them.


The Godking Yama Formation ranked in the top four of the ten formations in terms of strength, and its difficulty and requirements were similarly onerous, surpassing those of the Mighty Miracle God Formation and the Vajra God Formation. When Gao Xianzhi had been promoted to Great General of the Right Imperial Guard, he had asked about this formation before the Sage Emperor.


He had learned that the Godking Yama Formation and a few of the other formations had been gifted to a few of the founding clans in the early years of the dynasty. Later on, as these great clans declined and produced no individuals talented enough to train in these formations, the formations were gradually lost to history. Even the members of the founding clans did not know where the formation manuals had gone, much less the imperial household.


In the Great Tang, there was even a rumor that the formation manual for the Godking Yama Formation had rotted away and crumbled into pieces.


Gao Xianzhi had never imagined that this legendary technique would appear with Wang Chong.


"What is going on here?" Gao Xianzhi muttered.


It would be understandable if Wang Chong were using the Mighty Miracle God Formation, but his use of this completely different God Formation could not be explained through his background. But what was most important was that Wang Chong was still alive.


"Lou Shiyi! Take my place here!" Gao Xianzhi suddenly ordered.


"Yes, Milord!" A subservient voice came from behind him.


Without another word, Gao Xianzhi descended from the gatehouse.


……


In the center of the eastern battlefield, people were still stunned by the outcome of Wang Chong and Duwu Sili's clash, especially that enormous four-armed black-armored god. In the face of the giant Godking Yama, the cavalry were like tiny ants.


Neigh!


The warhorses began to neigh in alarm, and the charging Mutri Great Cavalry began to retreat in panic. In their alarm, one of them lost control of his horse and crashed straight into the mighty god.


Boom! An enormous sole descended and immediately crushed that unlucky horseman. That armor made of the incredibly sturdy Meteoric Metal was still no match for the terrifying might of Godking Yama, a single stomp turning it into twisted metal.


…Godking Yama… it really worked!


At this moment, Wang Chong and his horse were floating in the air, the halos vibrating and spinning around his body, resonating with the Wushang Cavalry. An immense energy suffused with the power of the world was circulating through Godking Yama, with Wang Chong acting as the nexus of this energy.


At this time, Wang Chong was Godking Yama.


Godking Yama was him!


For the first time in this world, Wang Chong was exhibiting the power of an Imperial Great General, of Godking Yama!


And this was despite the fact that this Godking Yama was not complete!


When the calamity was on the verge of descending upon the Central Plains, all the martial arts manuals had been gathered together, but despite this, Wang Chong had still not seen the complete version of the Godking Yama Formation manual. The formation manual at the time was already damaged, and even though his many seniors and countless other experts, including Wang Chong himself, had tried to fill in these blanks, the version of the Godking Yama Formation they had produced had only around sixty to seventy percent of the original's power.


Wang Chong had chosen this damaged God Formation for a very simple reason.


While the damaged Godking Yama Formation only had around sixty percent of the original's strength, the Mighty Miracle God Formation and the Vajra God Formation required tens of thousands of people to use, as well as an extremely long period of acclimatization and study. This reduced version of the Godking Yama Formation had much lower requirements, needing only four to five thousand people and much less time to train.


With a short time limit of only two months, this was the perfect God Formation for the Battle of Talas!


"Bastard!"


A cold and furious voice came from the other side. Duwu Sili had landed ten-some zhang away, and his face was now extremely cold and dark. The enormous energy contained in those vajra pestles had apparently inflicted no harm whatsoever on Duwu Sili.


But it had stoked the flames of his anger.


"I truly underestimated you! I didn't think that you would also know a God Formation!"


Duwu Sili's eyes were surging with killing intent. His right hand clenched around his black divine halberd, his joints cracking.


"But even so, you will still die!"


A blue-green energy suddenly exploded out of Duwu Sili's body, surging like a waterfall in reverse up into the air. This Stellar Energy condensed above his head into seven stars, with the largest and brightest in the middle. This was clearly the Celestial Wolf Star2. The moment these seven stars appeared, the cape on Duwu Sili's back began to flutter and his strength began to frenetically rise.




Awooooo!


The Celestial Wolf howled, and the air vibrated. The blue-green light behind Duwu Sili instantly transformed into a savage blue wolf, its eyes bursting with a desire to maim, slaughter, and destroy, just like Duwu Sili's eyes.

______________
1. Yama, 阎魔, is the name for the King of the Underworld in Chinese and Japanese Mythology, presiding over the Ten Kings of Hell and judging the souls of the dead, though he originated first in Hinduism.↩
2. The Celestial Wolf Star is more commonly known in the Western world as Sirius, which is the brightest star in the night sky.↩





                                                                        Chapter 922: Battle of Great Generals! (I) 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




"The world's clouds roil; the Celestial Wolf Swallows the Stars!"


Duwu Sili swept his halberd forward and struck. Rumble! Light and shadow twisted around him, and clouds began to gather from all directions, summoned forth by Duwu Sili's halberd as it shot toward Wang Chong, imbued with endless destructive energy. The air shook as the mournful howl of a wolf rose from the void, and the halberd transformed into a massive wolf head that hurtled relentlessly toward Wang Chong.


In the face of Duwu Sili's mighty blow, everyone couldn't help but feel like they were ants, standing before an enormous mountain that thrust into the clouds. All the horsemen felt a primordial fear that came from the deepest parts of their souls.


Bang!


While everyone's hearts were filled with fear, Duwu Sili had leapt forward on his horse, coming down on Wang Chong with a thunderous momentum.


"Good!"


Wang Chong made no attempt to dodge. His four massive arms came together, stirring four fierce gales as they exploded toward Duwu Sili. The air compressed and time and space seemed to groan as those four divine fists blew by, leaving behind black scars in the air.


The immense Godking Yama was not at all clumsy under Wang Chong's control, but moved with agility and grace, as if it was a part of Wang Chong's body. Only someone with incredible mental strength could pull off such a feat.


Bang!


Wang Chong's Godking Yama and Duwu Sili crashed into each other once more. Kacrack! The sky itself seemed to be falling apart under the waves of energy unleashed by the collision.


"Ah!" Ten-some Tibetan and Turkic cavalry who were too close cried in panic as they were swept up like leaves in the furious wind and sent flying. The others fearfully took in this sight and backed up even farther.


A battle between Great Generals was no laughing matter. Carelessly getting swept in would end with one's body being pulverized.


In the air, Duwu Sili and Wang Chong were still battling…


Thudthudthud!


Under countless disbelieving gazes, Duwu Sili's warhorse, without even touching the ground, charged again and again at Wang Chong. Each time, just as it was about to hit the ground, an invisible energy would pull it up and allow Duwu Sili to attack again. It was like some invisible chain connected Duwu Sili and his horse to Wang Chong's Godking Yama!


The Celestial Wolf's Divine Procession!


This was one of the supreme divine arts of the Western Turkic Khaganate, rumored to have been created by one of its legendary shamans. When one cultivated this technique to the ultimate level, one could be like Duwu Sili and battle in the air with one's horse. The horse's hooves did not need to land on the ground in order to constantly battle. It was like it was flying in the air.


"Too powerful!"


"He can actually fly! How is this possible!"


"This is the strength of a supreme Great General of the Western Turkic Khaganate!"


The strength that Duwu Sili had displayed caused Li Siye, Huang Botian, Kong Zi-an, and Hong Youqi to feel an extreme shock. They had heard that the Celestial Wolf Great General was one of the three strongest Great Generals amongst the Western Turks, and that he had even defeated An Sishun, but only now did they truly see just how dreadful he was.


Physical laws seemed to have no bearing on him. Even other Great Generals would begin to smell the odor of death as they faced down this terrifying fighting power.


All of them suddenly understood how Beiting Protector-General An Sishun had lost.


Duwu Sili might not have been as intelligent and strategic as Dalun Ruozan, but his strength allowed him to disregard schemes and tactics. This was a person who could truly rely on purely his strength to alter the course of a battle.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


Explosion after explosion could be heard. Only those who truly fought against Duwu Sili understood just how much pressure he exerted. Duwu Sili was quite small in front of Wang Chong's Godking Yama, but it was the Godking Yama that was constantly being pushed back.


The Celestial Wolf Great General really is a powerful one!


Wang Chong was currently exerting himself to the utmost to battle against Duwu Sili.


Even his old seniors from the Great Tang had fully acknowledged and praised Duwu Sili's strength. Purely in terms of strength, he was probably even stronger than Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han. He was publicly acknowledged as one of the strongest Great Generals on the continent, with only a scant few capable of sitting on equal level.


But not only was Wang Chong not afraid, he was ecstatic.


In his last life, Wang Chong could not even dream about fighting with the Celestial Wolf Great General, nor had there ever been such a chance. To any warrior of the post-calamity generation, exchanging blows with supreme Great Generals like this was something to be very proud of. Duwu Sili's fighting style was fierce, sharp, straightforward, simple, and extremely lethal. Each of his blows had the potential to be fatal.


Almost no one on the battlefield was capable of stopping Duwu Sili, which was why Wang Chong had personally entered the fray.


Boomboomboom!


Wang Chong did not use any of his supreme techniques, like the Great Yin Yang Art or the Vast Heaven Earth Art. Instead, he made simple actions like blocking, striking, raising, and jolting, applying the techniques and theories he had learned in his last life to fight against Duwu Sili. The Godking Yama at seventy percent strength had drawn Wang Chong up from Saint Martial Tier 7 to only the most basic level of a Great General. There was still a large gap between him and a supreme Great General like Duwu Sili.


But though Wang Chong's move were simple, they were applied with extreme skill. Each blow was so exquisite that they were able to neutralize each of Duwu Sili's heaven-shattering strikes. Before Duwu Sili had even struck, Wang Chong could already predict the move he was going to use. Although he seemed in great danger, apparently about to be heavily wounded at any moment, Wang Chong's position was actually as steady as Mount Tai, and he was in no danger whatsoever.


Although the battle seemed intense, the outcome would actually need some time to decide.


Rumble!


But while Wang Chong was engaged in fierce combat with Duwu Sili, two other prodigious storms of energy were approaching the eastern battlefield. Dusong Mangpoje and Huoshu Huicang, mounted on their divine steeds, had finally arrived, and they quickly locked onto Wang Chong.


Both Dusong Mangpoje and Huoshu Huicang had suffered losses to Wang Chong, and they understood just how terrifying his strategic and tactical mind was.


"Don't worry about the rest. Kill him first!" Huoshu Huicang fiercely declared.


Boom! The earth shuddered as a golden Buddha suddenly emerged onto the battlefield.


The Vairocana Buddha Golden Body Mantra!


Huoshu Huicang had employed his strongest technique without the slightest hesitation. Although he was a Great General, Huoshu Huicang's desire to kill Wang Chong surpassed everything else. As long as he could kill Wang Chong, he didn't care about anything else. In a flash of golden light, Huoshu Huicang's Vairocana Buddha rushed toward Wang Chong.


At almost the same time, Dusong Mangpoje had transformed into a giant black Buddha, also charging at Wang Chong.


Three illustrious Great Generals had actually chosen to attack Wang Chong at the same time. This matter was unprecedented, and it fully conveyed just how ardently the Tibetans and Western Turks wished for Wang Chong's death!


Buzz!


Just when Wang Chong seemed about to be surrounded by dangerous foes and placed in great peril, an enormous energy appeared behind Wang Chong, causing the earth to quake.


"Huoshu Huicang, your opponent is me! You disgrace your status as Imperial Great General. For three to fight against one, don't you think that's a little too one-sided of a battle?"


Anxi Vice Protector-General Cheng Qianli's voice came from behind Wang Chong like a ringing bell, and in a flash, an enormous figure the size of a mountain brushed past Wang Chong and stood in the Vairocana Buddha's way.


The Supreme Desolation God!


An immense god stood in front of Wang Chong, its body covered with a blue-ish energy and its muscles bunched up like coiled dragons. Most striking of all were the thick black chains covering its body, wrapped around ancient armor. They made the horned Supreme Desolation God appear as if it had risen from the underworld.


Not even Wang Chong had imagined that the Vice Protector-General of the Anxi Protectorate could use this powerful God Formation.


Boomboomboom!


In the blink of an eye, Cheng Qianli in his Supreme Desolation God immediately began to do battle with Huoshu Huicang's Vairocana Buddha.


"Great General Dusong, long time no see! Your opponent is me!"


At almost the same moment, a sharp and dignified voice came from Wang Chong's other side. There was no furious wave of energy or enormous manifestation of a god, only a tall and slender figure shooting forward like a lightning bolt, the sword in his hand immediately forcing the black Buddha that was Dusong Mangpoje back several steps.


"Gao Xianzhi!" Dusong Mangpoje cried out in alarm. The person he wished to see the least was Gao Xianzhi. This was the strongest person in the Tang army at Talas, and the title of Anxi War God was enough to explain his concerns. This was not their first encounter, and Dusong Mangpoje had been more on the losing side than the winning side. He had not expected Gao Xianzhi to come to this battle.
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"You've come at just the right time! Let's decide who's the better of us once and for all!"


Dusong Mangpoje's cold and unyielding voice resounded over the battlefield.


Gao Xianzhi said nothing, allowing his actions to answer for him.


Boom!


With a single slash of his sword, Gao Xianzhi cleaved apart the air, a majestic stream of Sword Qi forcing Dusong Mangpoje's black Buddha ten-some zhang back. But with a howl and rumble, Dusong Mangpoje lunged forward once more. In a flash, the battlefield was quaking with their thunderous collisions.


Wang Chong versus Duwu Sili, Cheng Qianli versus Huoshu Huicang, Gao Xianzhi versus Dusong Mangpoje… in the blink of an eye, the Talas battlefield was playing host to a fierce melee of six experts of the Great General level, with destructive torrents of energy running rampant.


But this was not even the end of it!


Roooar!


A heaven-shaking roar came from the first defense line as a third god appeared on the battlefield, equipped with shining golden armor. The enormous being immediately forced countless Arab soldiers back in fright, their horses so frightened that some of them even threw off their riders.


But Wang Yan's Mighty Miracle God did not enter the fray, only stared at the distant Abu Muslim and intimidated the Arab warriors.


On the Great Tang side, there were only four people who could raise their strength to the Great General level, and Wang Yan was one of them. Battles between Great Generals were incredibly impactful battles and not to be taken lightly, which was why Wang Yan had not actually entered the battle.


Meanwhile, the battle in the east was continuing to intensify.


While Wang Chong, Duwu Sili, and the other Great-General-level figures were fighting and Li Siye was staving off the Mutri Great Cavalry, the rest of the Tibetan and Turkic cavalry had gone around the area where the six Great Generals were fighting and begun to charge at the line formed by Sun Zhiming, Zhuang Zhengping, and the other officers.


At the same time, the nearly one hundred thousand soldiers led by Xue Qianjun and Xu Keyi were continuing to constrict the encirclement, cutting down more and more of the encircled Tibetans and Turks.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


Thick ballista bolts howled through the air, and countless Tibetans and Turks screamed as they were cut down by Xu Keyi's ballista teams. By now, nearly thirty thousand Tibetans and Turks had fallen, their blood flowing like rivers through the battlefield.


"Brat! I don't believe that I can't kill you today!"


In the sky, Duwu Sili's furious roar was like a peal of thunder. His enormous black steed was shuttling through the air like a thunderbolt, attacking Wang Chong's Godking Yama from every direction. Thunderclouds formed from Stellar Energy had gathered around it, hiding Duwu Sili within them. His black halberd that was thicker than a child's arm was constantly jabbing and thrusting, moving as if it was as light as a feather, but every strike contained enough power to sunder mountains.


As one of the best Great Generals, Duwu Sili made each move with extreme proficiency, none of them made with excessive strength and all of them lethal. But no matter how fast Duwu Sili was, how crafty the angle of attack, or how much power was contained in the strike, the four arms of the Yama blocked them all.


Duwu Sili had never encountered this sort of situation. Wang Chong had barely met the strength requirements of the Great General level, essentially occupying the lowest level, while Duwu Sili was far above him, someone who had even defeated Beiting Protector-General An Sishun.


However, despite using all his techniques, Duwu Sili could not win against this young upstart.


Wang Chong's strength was not large, but every one of his moves struck Duwu Sili's blows at their weakest points. At times, Wang Chong would nullify a technique before it had even been fully expressed. Duwu Sili was the Celestial Wolf Great General, one of the three strongest Great Generals of the Western Turkic Khaganate, a powerful existence that even Ishbara Khagan treated with great regard, but in what should have been an easy battle, he found his strength completely sealed.


Boomboomboom!


One stream of destructive energy after another exploded in the air. Duwu Sili gave a superb display of skill, his attacks enough to topple any ordinary Imperial Great General, but Wang Chong managed to neutralize every single one of them.


"Duwu Sili, it's not that I'm looking down on you. You just don't have the ability!"


Wang Chong's light chuckle resounded in Duwu Sili's ears. During this entire battle, Wang Chong had been completely at ease.


"Brat, by provoking me, you truly are suicidal!!"


Duwu Sili was even more incensed at Wang Chong's words. Whether in age, seniority, or qualifications, Duwu Sili was far above some young rising star of the Great Tang like Wang Chong. He had made his name many years ago, and he was acknowledged to be a powerful existence who could lord over many other Great Generals. Tiger of the Empire Zhangchou Jianqiong, Big Dipper Great General Geshu Han, and Beiting Protector-General An Sishun were all weaker than him. The only people in the Great Tang capable of suppressing him were probably Andong Protector-General Zhang Shougui and former Great Tang War God—current Crown Prince's Junior Guardian—Wang Zhongsi.


If it weren't for the fact that Wang Chong had defeated Dalun Ruozan in the war of the southwest, defeated Dusong Mangpoje at the battle of the triangular gap, and killed the Black Wolf Yabgu Agudu Lan of the Western Turks, Duwu Sili wouldn't have given him a second glance. To Duwu Sili, Wang Chong was truly nothing more than some 'nameless soldier'.


"Haha, then do your best to display your true capabilities!"


Wang Chong's loud voice echoed over the battlefield. Boom! At this moment, one of the Godking Yama's black arms turned and blocked another one of Duwu Sili's thunderous blows. Another one of its arms raised a golden vajra pestle and swept forward to smash Duwu Sili's steed.


The Godking Yama's four arms allowed it to defend and attack at the same time, making it the best of the ten God Formations to deal with Duwu Sili.


Buzz!


Though infuriated, Duwu Sili was forced to beat a hasty retreat, falling back twenty-some zhang.


Even Wang Chong couldn't help but sigh with praise at this sight. The Celestial Wolf's Divine Procession was truly a mysterious technique. He couldn't help but slightly covet this mystical technique that could allow one to fly in the air along with one's horse, so one could easily imagine what others felt. Alas, even though so many martial arts manuals had been gathered during the calamity, the Celestial Wolf's Divine Procession had not been among them.


The Celestial Wolf's Divine Procession did not truly allow one to fly, only increased the height and duration of one's jumps. It was better suited on the battlefield, and a part of the power that allowed one to jump so high came from using the enemy's strength. Still, the Celestial Wolf's Divine Procession was an extremely mystical technique.


The Celestial Wolf's Divine Procession allowed one's movements to be unpredictable. This ability, combined with Duwu Sili's formidable power and superb techniques, could make any Imperial Great General feel a deep apprehension. If anyone except Wang Chong had come forward to stop the Celestial Wolf Great General, they would have been heavily injured or killed.


The waves of the river behind drive on those before, as do the new generations replace the old. I worried that he didn't have enough strength for this mission, but it now seems that I was lucky it was him. Anyone else, even an equal in terms of strategy, would find it very difficult to stop Duwu Sili!


While Gao Xianzhi was still locked in fierce combat with Dusong Mangpoje, he had still been paying close attention to Wang Chong. Although Wang Chong's understanding of the art of war stood above his peers like the noon sun, his grasp of martial arts remained a mystery. Gao Xianzhi had originally believed that Wang Chong would be in great danger by clashing with Duwu Sili, but it was now apparent that he could rest easy.


His understanding of the military arts was formidable, as were his martial arts!


"Gao Xianzhi, rather than worrying about the new Qixi Protector-General, you should spend more time worrying about yourself!" A voice tinged with fury interrupted Gao Xianzhi's thoughts. "The Great Tang's defeat is certain in this battle! After this, all the land between Longxi and the Cong Mountains will belong to Ü-Tsang!"


The words still hung in the air as the black-skinned Buddha sent a mountain-shattering palm at Gao Xianzhi's head.


Though this was not Dusong Mangpoje's first time fighting with Gao Xianzhi, that Gao Xianzhi still had the nerve to pay attention to Wang Chong's battle had infuriated Dusong Mangpoje.


"Haha, the ravings of a madman! After this battle, I would more like to know whether Ü-Tsang will have anything left in the north to even fight with! Of the Four Royal Lineages of the Ü-Tsang Empire, only two might be left!" Gao Xianzhi chortled.


"You!!"


Enraged, Dusong Mangpoje sent his enormous palm shooting even faster toward Gao Xianzhi.


Buzz!


In the face of this astonishing strike, Gao Xianzhi's face was as unperturbed as an ancient well. With a slight wave of his sword, the air boomed and a magnificent bolt of Sword Qi slashed through the skies. Bang! Fierce gales of wind swept in all directions, even blowing away the corpses on the ground.


At the center of this tempest, Gao Xianzhi stood unmoving, but Dusong Mangpoje's black Buddha took two steps back.


Dusong Mangpoje's pupils slightly constricted at this sight, but he immediately lunged back into the fray. On the other end, Huoshu Huicang was also engaged in battle. The Vairocana Buddha was a veritable sun, its moves open and forthright, each strike of its palms leaving massive holes in the ground.


Huoshu Huicang was quite experienced in dealing with God Formations by now. Each of his moves was leisurely and confident, able to slowly force his opponent back. However, the Supreme Desolation God, the mighty formation of the Anxi Protectorate army, was a completely new experience.


The chains wrapped around Cheng Qianli's Supreme Desolation God seemed to have a life of their own, constantly attacking and wrapping around Huoshu Huicang's joints. The Vairocana Buddha felt restrained and unable to express its full power.
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Rumble! An enormous chain of Stellar Energy slid through the air, wrapping around an ankle of the Vairocana Buddha, but Huoshu Huicang slashed down with a palm, cutting it off. In the blink of an eye, another chain of Stellar Energy had wrapped around Huoshu Huicang's wrist, and then came a third, a fourth… Huoshu Huicang's fists were flying, blasting apart the chains or burning them away, and then he stepped forward and pushed toward the Supreme Desolation God.


"The Vairocana Burning Body Mantra! Get out of my way!"


The palms of the Vairocana Buddha came together, and a ball of searing fire as bright as the sun exploded from between them. The waves of energy stirred fierce gales, and yet the Supreme Desolation God needed only a few punches to disperse the energy of the scorching strike.


"Great General Huoshu, with me, you should temper your expectations. You won't be able to get one step past me!"


Cheng Qianli's righteous and chilling voice resounded over the battlefield.


From start to finish, Huoshu Huicang had been slowly advancing in Wang Chong's direction, and Cheng Qianli could certainly see what was going on. Wang Chong was probably a thorn in the sides of all the Great Generals of Ü-Tsang. Whether it was Huoshu Huicang or Dusong Mangpoje, they all probably wanted to work with Duwu Sili to kill Wang Chong.


But Cheng Qianli would never let them get their wish.


Wang Chong had rushed to the aid of the Anxi Protectorate army with an army of more than one hundred thousand soldiers. If he allowed Wang Chong to be surrounded and killed, he would be disgracing the name of the entire Anxi Protectorate army. Thus, even though he was still slightly weaker than Huoshu Huicang, Cheng Qianli did not retreat even half a step, putting all his strength into stopping Huoshu Huicang.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


The two once more fell into a fierce melee.


In the center of the battlefield, the battle between Wang Chong and Duwu Sili had reached a fever pitch. In the air, Duwu Sili's attacks were exploding all around Wang Chong.


"The Celestial Wolf Bites the Sun!


"The Celestial Wolf Swallows the Stars!


"The Celestial Wolf Topples Mountains!"


Duwu Sili was launching all sorts of supreme techniques from his horse, coming at Wang Chong from every direction. But no matter what technique he used, Wang Chong would always predict and block it. Duwu Sili had originally entered the battle to break the encirclement of the sixty thousand Tibetan and Turkic cavalry, but he had by now forgotten his goal. The only thought left in his mind was to kill Wang Chong!


"Bastard! I'm going to kill you today! The Celestial Wolf Strikes the Moon!"


Duwu Sili's furious laughter echoed in the skies as he and his horse transformed into a shooting star that rushed toward the Godking Yama. But with an enormous boom, Wang Chong used several moves to redirect the force of this strike.


Duwu Sili's move was able to express only seventy percent of its strength.


"Duwu Sili, it's not that I don't believe you, but that you don't have the time!"


Wang Chong chuckled as he confidently swung one of the vajra pestles at Duwu Sili in a counterattack.


Buzz!


Duwu Sili made a leap and easily dodged Wang Chong's attack. Although his attacks were reduced in strength and essentially ineffective against Wang Chong, he was still an extremely powerful individual. Wang Chong's attacks posed little threat to one of the top three Great Generals of the Western Turkic Khaganate.


"Brat, what do you mean?"


Duwu Sili's eyes narrowed as he glared at Wang Chong.


"Heh!"


Wang Chong only chuckled in reply, his eyes looking past Duwu Sili to the distant hills. As if in response, the yak horns began to resound over the battlefield. Duwu Sili's face froze at the blaring of the horns as he felt an indescribable strangeness.


Nearby, Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje sensed the same.


This was the signal for the army to retreat!


Although others might not be able to tell the difference in the blaring yak horns, Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje could. This was the signal for them to leave, a signal sent by Dalun Ruozan.


"Great General! We should retreat. We can fight them again in the future!" Huoshu Huicang yelled at the Celestial Wolf Great General in the sky.


Duwu Sili said nothing, his face constantly shifting. He had not expected the Tibetans to sound the retreat. But while he was still hesitating, the thousands of Tibetans and Turks below were already carrying out this order.


Buzz! For a moment, the entire battlefield was still, and then everyone began to surge back, a tide retreating to the east of Talas.


Bang! Bang!


Two explosions rang out in Duwu Sili's ears, to his left and right. Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje had almost simultaneously forced back their opponents so that they could break away and cover the retreat of the army.


Duwu Sili's mind instantly began to seethe in turmoil. Although he was extremely unwilling, he ultimately chose to withdraw.


Although he still had little regard for Wang Chong, if Cheng Qianli and Gao Xianzhi entered the fray, he would not be able to deal with all three. Without the assistance of Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje, he would not be able to deal with Wang Chong in peace.


"Withdraw!"


Still floating in the air, Duwu Sili waved his hand and gave the order to retreat.


Rumble! The Turkic cavalry who were still hesitating also began to withdraw.


"Wang Chong, should we pursue them?"


Gao Xianzhi had not chosen to chase after Dusong Mangpoje, instead returning to Wang Chong's side.


Gao Xianzhi was Wang Chong's senior by a significant margin. For him to ask Wang Chong what to do at this time meant that Gao Xianzhi had wholeheartedly accepted the fact that Wang Chong was a far more capable strategist and tactician.


"There's no need!"


Wang Chong gave a faint and careless smile.


"Let them go. They still haven't lost yet, and with Duwu Sili and those other two holding the rear, we wouldn't be able to get much out of pursuing them! And besides… strategically speaking, we've reached our objective. Let them withdraw!"


Dalun Ruozan was truly formidable. While Wang Chong was battling with Duwu Sili, Dalun Ruozan had succeeded in leading the army to break the encirclement and free the trapped Tibetan and Turkic cavalry. But even so, Wang Chong's forces had succeeded in killing more than forty thousand of them. In addition, the entire battlefield resounded with the dying howls of wolves while the corpses of vultures dropped from the skies like raindrops.


The joint Turko-Tibetan force of one hundred and twenty thousand had suffered a massive loss, cut down to seventy-thousand-some men!


With this reduced force, even someone as learned and intelligent as Dalun Ruozan would find himself with much less leeway. Strategically, Wang Chong had achieved his objective.


"This retreat is truly very prompt. Otherwise, we would have killed even more Tibetans and Turks, wounding their army irrecoverably!"


Cheng Qianli came over, his voice tinged with regret as he gazed at the retreating army.


"He didn't want to retreat, but he was forced to," Wang Chong indifferently said, explaining no more. His Bane of the Battlefield Halo had been active this entire time, a constant drain on Duwu Sili's and Huoshu Huicang's strength. If they hadn't retreated, it would take only a little time before they found retreating to be very difficult.


"Let's go! Only the Arabs are left."


Wang Chong immediately turned his Godking Yama to the first defense line, issuing orders as he left.


"Li Siye, order the army to withdraw back to the second defense line, and have them work with the rest of the army to attack the Arabs."


"This general will go!" Li Siye swiftly replied.


The first to react was Xu Keyi's ballista army. The more than one thousand ballista teams had been stationed in the rear of the force this entire time, so they were the first to reach the first defense line. With the ballista army remerged, the simultaneous fire of nearly three thousand ballistae ascended to a whole new level of power.


Boomboomboom!


Volley after volley of ballista bolts descended upon the Arab army, the sounds of their impacts resounding over the battlefield. In a flash, nearly seven thousand Arabs had been killed, and then came a second wave, a third wave… At a certain number, the power of a ballista army would exponentially rise.


The arrival of Wang Chong, Cheng Qianli, and Gao Xianzhi further struck fear in the hearts of the Arabs. Their warhorses neighing, they began to fall back.


Bongbongbong!


The beating of drums could be heard from the rear of the Arab army. Before Wang Chong and the others could formally enter the battle, Abu Muslim had sounded the retreat, causing the countless Arab soldiers to pull back like the ebbing tide.


If the three elite Imperial Great Generals of Ü-Tsang and the Western Turks could not defeat the Great Tang, the Arabs definitely could not.


"Soldiers, attack!"


Wang Chong didn't let this chance pass. The Godking Yama swung down its four hands, immediately causing explosions and screams to tear through the battlefield. Hundreds of Arab cavalry were pulverized by the Godking Yama, a bloody mist filling the air as chunks of flesh and limbs rained down over a radius of several hundred zhang.


On the path of martial arts, Great Generals were head and shoulders above Brigadier Generals.


By borrowing the strength of the Godking Yama Formation, Wang Chong could have his every blow shatter the earth!


Boom!


A tremendous boom came from beside him, and yet more screams filled the air. Hundreds of Arab cavalry were thrown into the air and pulverized by a dreadful power. Cheng Qianli's Supreme Desolation God had also entered the fray.
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"Enough—let them go!"


Just when Wang Chong and Cheng Qianli were advancing in pursuit, Gao Xianzhi's voice rang out in their ears. His eyes were fixed forward, and there was a unique tone to his voice.


Wang Chong followed Gao Xianzhi's gaze and noticed two imposing figures riding through the vast Arab army, mounted upon mighty steeds and looming like mountains over an ocean. Not even the tens of thousands of Arab cavalry could suppress their edge.


Although this pair had not yet done anything, their mere existence exuded an enormous energy that filled the earth. Despite the distance, Wang Chong could still sense that their majestic energy was not something that he could match, even when transformed into the Godking Yama.


"Abu Muslim!"


Wang Chong gazed at the muscular figure of the Arab commander-in-chief, adorned in a black cape and his body seemingly forged from steel. Wang Chong had never seen Abu Muslim before, but just a single glance had been enough to identify him.


Abu Muslim's eyes were cruel and dauntless, devoid of even the smallest hint of emotion, as if they were just cold blocks of steel. The energy around him was like the restless tide, endless and unceasing. Wang Chong could sense that he was even stronger than the Celestial Wolf Great General Duwu Sili, one of the top three Great Generals of the Western Turkic Khaganate.


Wang Chong suddenly understood why the Anxi War God had been beaten into such a state by the time he had arrived at Talas. This Arab commander's strength was even above Gao Xianzhi's.


"The one next to him is the Arab Deputy Governor Ziyad. Both of them are incredibly strong. If we advance any farther, Abu Muslim and Ziyad will enter the field. In our situation, both sides would probably end up heavily injured with little to show for it. If Huoshu Huicang and the others were to choose this moment to turn back around, we would be forced into an extremely passive position," Gao Xianzhi said.


Gao Xianzhi spoke with great apprehension when referring to Abu Muslim. It was obvious that he regarded his opponent of two months as a formidable foe.


The battlefield fell silent, the only sound being that of the two armies withdrawing.


Wang Chong and the Tang commanders stood in a distant standoff with the two highest commanders of the Arab army, none of them saying a word as they restrained each other.


……


"Dalun Ruozan, what's going on here? Why did you suddenly give the order to retreat? If you had given me just a little more time, I might have been able to kill that brat for you."


Meanwhile, as the enormous Arab army retreated, Duwu Sili was riding his Turkic steed back to the hills to the east of Talas. At the most intense moment of his duel with Wang Chong, he had been interrupted by Dalun Ruozan's signal and forced to retreat, leaving him extremely dissatisfied.


"Great General, do not be so hasty. Wang Chong is still besieged in Talas. If Great General wishes to fight and kill him, there will still be a chance. But if this battle continued, it would have been extremely disadvantageous for us," Dalun Ruozan softly said, his expression relaxed and calm, not at all affected by Duwu Sili's forceful tone.


"Disadvantageous? How?"


Duwu Sili calmed down a little. Dalun Ruozan was a civil minister, and though he was not a very powerful martial artist, he had a unique aura about him that made even the most irascible of people calm down and regain their rationality. This was one of his unique traits.


Even Duwu Sili had unwittingly become affected.


"This one understands that Great General wishes to avenge Agudu Lan, wishes to pacify Ishbara Khagan's rage over the loss of two hundred thousand warhorses, but now is not the time to fight to the death with the Great Tang. Has Great General forgotten which side is the primary force against the Tang?" Dalun Ruozan said with a faint smile. As he clasped his hands behind his back, he began to naturally exude an aura of refinement and vigor, the aura of someone who could cast judgment on the entire world.


Buzz!


These words gave Duwu Sili a jolt, and he finally came to his senses, the rage in his eyes fading away.


"Haha, it seems that Great General has already understood. No matter what, we are not the primary fighting force against the Great Tang. Our paltry force could never defeat their troops. Has Great General not realized it? The Arabs have still not succeeded in breaking the first Tang defense line."


Dalun Ruozan took two steps forward and gazed at the receding tide of Arab cavalry.


In this battle, Huoshu Huicang, Dusong Mangpoje, and Duwu Sili had been so involved in their fights that they had not paid attention to the rest of the battlefield. Dalun Ruozan, on the other hand, had remained aware of the overall situation. He had paid attention to any change in the battle, wherever it was.


This battle was originally very simple. The Tibetans, Turks, and Arabs were to rely on their superior numbers and elite fighting forces to utterly crush the Great Tang. The Arabs and their several hundred thousand soldiers would serve as the primary fighting force, holding down the Great Tang, while the Tibetans and Western Turks would assist from the flanks. The whole thing should have taken just a few hours.


But this plain and simple battle that required little exercise in strategy and tactics had been wrought anew by the two steel defense lines Wang Chong had built. It was now a battle in which the Arabs 'assisted' from the flanks while the Tibetans and Western Turks became the primary fighting force.


This was completely different from what Dalun Ruozan and Duwu Sili had planned.


"You mean… the Arabs are using us to exhaust the Great Tang's strength?" Duwu Sili suddenly said.


"This isn't certain. The Great Tang placed all its heavily armored shieldmen, pikemen, and the rest of their defenses on the first defense line while their primary offensive force was used against us. This is a result of their painstaking efforts. But we can't reject your suggestion. After all, this is our first time working with the Arabs. We certainly aren't trusted allies. I presume that Abu Muslim would be all too happy to use us to weaken the Great Tang!" Dalun Ruozan lightly said.


If this battle became one in which the Tibetans and Turks made up the primary fighting force, his side would face a crushing defeat. The only ones to benefit would be Arabia or the Great Tang.


"I understand."


Duwu Sili fell silent for a moment, and then his face completely relaxed. Wang Chong did need to be killed, but Dalun Ruozan's words were reasonable. This Battle of Talas was too special, different from any other battle Duwu Sili had fought. Too many Great Generals, too many soldiers, and too many factions had gathered around the city of Talas.


Pulling a single hair could affect the entire body. Every side had to think very carefully about their decisions.


"You understand the Great Tang more than I do. I leave this battle up to you," Duwu Sili said.


Finally, Dalun Ruozan had obtained his approval.


Buzz!


But at this moment, a large disturbance began to rise from the western battlefield of Talas. Dalun Ruozan, Duwu Sili, Huoshu Huicang, and Dusong Mangpoje immediately turned to see what was happening.


"It's him!"


Dalun Ruozan's pupils constricted, his heart stricken with shock.


"What is this boy up to?"


At this moment, Duwu Sili, Huoshu Huicang, and Dusong Mangpoje also spotted that thin figure bursting with energy at the first defense line.


……


"Abu Muslim!" Wang Chong loudly called out from the first defense line. Watched by countless shocked eyes, he rode out on the White-hoofed Shadow toward Abu Muslim. Wang Chong had not called out this name in the language of the Great Tang, but in a rough and accented Arabic.


These words immediately drew in the attention of all the Arab cavalry. This was the first time they had heard the name of their commander coming from this Tang commander's lips.


"Wang Chong!"


Nearby, Gao Xianzhi looked in surprise at Wang Chong. He was not proficient in Arabic, but he could recognize that familiar name from Wang Chong's words. However, neither he nor Cheng Qianli understood just what Wang Chong wanted to do by going out.


Wang Chong didn't turn his head, but he gestured behind his back that the pair should rest at ease.


The retreating Arab army became tinged with turmoil. Abu Muslim and Ziyad stared forward, a sliver of emotion appearing in their steely eyes. It was not very common for a Tang commander to know Arabic.


"The Abbasid Caliphate's Governor of the East, Abu Muslim, is here. Who is it that speaks? Report your name!"


Abu Muslim lightly patted the black Sassanian steed under him into a forward trot, going against the flow of the retreating army. His speed was neither fast nor slow, but for some reason, it felt like an enormous mountain was slowly moving.


Anyone who saw him would feel like a vast wave with all the ocean behind it was approaching them.


"The Great Tang Empire's Qixi Protector-General, Wang Chong!"


As he announced his name, Wang Chong's eyes flashed, his body exploding with a formidable aura. Although he was still not at Abu Muslim's level, Wang Chong at this moment was as brilliant as the sun, the moon, and the stars, his aura no less than Abu Muslim's.


The Wang Chong of this moment finally exuded the aura of the War Saint of the Central Plains!


One was the strongest War Saint of the Central Plains and the other was the most iron-fisted governor of the west. The two most brilliant and important figures of the empires of the east and west had crashed onto the meager city of Talas like two meteors crashing into the Earth, meeting and clashing for the first time!


Never in history had such talented individuals met!
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"Wang Chong?"


A faint light flitted through Abu Muslim's eyes, but no reaction could be seen on that craggy face of his, brimming with cruelty and determination.


"Speak, Tang—what do you want?"


He stared at Wang Chong across the battlefield, taking up no stance and yet exploding with an intimidating energy.


As the Abbasid Governor of the East, the strongest existence east of Khorasan, Abu Muslim had an authority only second to the Caliph's.


He had crushed countless states in the east underneath his hooves, with countless generals of the Abbasid Caliphate looking to him as their guide. In all the world, very few generals were worth Abu Muslim's regard.


In the Great Tang Empire, only Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi had this honor; the rest were not even worth thinking about.


Abu Muslim would never step forward to speak with an enemy commander. He had only responded because Wang Chong, despite being a Tang, could speak the noble Arabic language. In replying, Abu Muslim was bestowing a rather large gift on Wang Chong.


"Abu Muslim! As Qixi Protector-General of the Great Tang Empire of the east, I will give you one last warning!"


Wang Chong's resounding voice echoed across the battlefield, his expression grim and solemn. He was an unsheathed sword, its edge so gleaming and sharp that no one could ignore its existence.


"Take your army and leave this place!!


"No matter how many countries the Arabs conquered in the past, they should have never encroached upon the Western Regions and made an enemy of the Great Tang!"


The battlefield was still, Wang Chong's rumbling voice continuing to echo in the air. At this moment, even Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli had fallen silent.


"Tang man, this is impossible!"


Abu Muslim's reply was firm and concise.


"On this continent, there is no country that can stop the iron hooves of the Abbasid Caliphate, not even the Great Tang!"


His reply was as cold and tough as steel.


All was quiet. Although many people couldn't understand Arabic, Abu Muslim's cold and stubborn face said enough.


The atmosphere was growing tenser and tenser.


"Ha!"


Wang Chong suddenly began to laugh. Clang! The air hummed with the clear cry of a sword.


As the Arabs, Tang, and even the Tibetans and Western Turks watched, Wang Chong pulled out his sword, revealing the enchanting and dazzling curves of its cold Wootz Steel blade. He pointed it at the sky, allowing it to shine with a brilliant light.


"Since this is the case, listen clearly to my every word!


"This battle is far from over. This is merely the beginning. The location of this battle is not merely Talas, nor the Western Regions.


"Starting from now, Samarkand, Khorasan, even the capital of the Abbasid Caliphate, Baghdad, and all the way to the western border will become the fields for this battle!


(TN: The Abbasid Caliphate's capital was actually based in the city of Kufa at this time, south of Baghdad. Baghdad was only made capital in 762, eleven years after this historical Battle of Talas and seven years after Caliph al-Mansur had Abu Muslim assassinated.)


"This will not merely be a battle between you and me, nor will this just be a war of the Western Regions. This will be a war between the empires of the east and west. Starting from now, if the Abbasid Caliphate cannot conquer the Great Tang, the Great Tang will conquer the Abbasid Caliphate. All Arabs will have their language changed to that of the Tang, all of the Abbasid Caliphate acknowledging the Great Tang as the ruler of the world!


"Li Siye, repeat my words in the language of the Great Tang!"


……


Boom!


Wang Chong's words immediately sent a wave of turmoil through the Arab army, inciting an uproar.


When Li Siye repeated these words in the Tang language, even the distant Dalun Ruozan, Duwu Sili, Huoshu Huicang, and Dusong Mangpoje paled in shock.


"This fellow really dared to make such a claim!!"


A strangle look passed through Duwu Sili's eyes. The Turks were a nomadic people who had left their marks across the Western Regions, Arabia, and Charax Spasinu. They were fully aware of the power of the Arabian Empire.


Otherwise, he would not have brought his forty thousand men to assist them.


It was precisely because he knew of their power that not even the Celestial Wolf Great General Duwu Sili would ever dare to recklessly say such things to the Arabs.


"I'm afraid that these might not just be empty claims," Dalun Ruozan emotionlessly said, a strange look in his eyes as well, but he said no more.


The Arabs wouldn't need to care if anyone else said those words, but no one could disregard the words of this youth.


No one had believed that some teenager at the head of a few thousand soldiers would be able to alter the situation in the southwest, defeating an army of four hundred thousand!


This seventeen-year-old Protector-General never just made claims.


Wang Chong paid no attention to the reaction his words had elicited. After saying his piece, he turned his horse back around and slowly rode back to his side.


"You're too conceited!"


Abu Muslim finally spoke. His first words instantly left everyone dumbfounded, because he had chosen to speak in the language of the Great Tang.


"How could this be!"


Even Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli were flabbergasted.


The two had fought with Abu Muslim for two months, but this was the first time they had heard Abu Muslim speak the language of the Great Tang.


After a few moments of thought, their hearts sank. Arabia and the Great Tang were two completely different countries, and the two countries had not interacted with each other very much before this.


As a soldier and as the Governor of the East, Abu Muslim had no need to learn the language of the Great Tang. It was obvious that he had long ago begun to harbor ambitions for the Great Tang.


Wang Chong stopped, but he did not turn his head.


"Tang man, you don't even know how ignorant and foolish your words just now were!"


Abu Muslim stared at Wang Chong's back, his face contorted into a terrifying grimace. Wang Chong's words had enraged him. In the history of Arabia, no enemy general had ever threatened to conquer all of it.


"In our Abbasid Caliphate, we have a saying: 'Seek knowledge, even unto China'. If you truly knew just how powerful the Abbasid Caliphate was, you would never say such conceited words.


(TN: The saying 'Seek knowledge, even unto China', is a hadith, a quote alleged to be from Mohammed, the founder of Islam. It is followed by the saying 'Seeking knowledge is an obligation upon every Muslim'. With regards to 'China', this was probably how it was known to the Middle East at the time, taken from the word 'Cina', as it was known in Sanskrit. In China itself, the people usually referred to China by the names of the ruling dynasty, aka 'The Great Tang' or 'Han Dynasty'.)


"Do you see the vast sea of soldiers behind me? This army that has fought so fiercely with you for several months is only the eastern branch of the empire's army. All of you can only see a corner of the mountain. The empire has at least one million more of such formidable soldiers!"


Abu Muslim slowly opened his arms, exuding an energy as powerful as the waves of the ocean. Around him, black tears in space began to form.


"Tang man, you will pay a price for your words just now! And not just you, but the entire Great Tang as well!"


Wang Chong faintly smiled and replied, "Then let us fight!"


"Hmph! As you wish!"


Abu Muslim's face turned sinister and cold as he turned his horse back around and began to ride westward.


"Withdraw!"


With a wave of Abu Muslim's arm, the tens of thousands of Arab cavalry began to withdraw. The second day of the battle came to an end.


"In the future, I'm afraid that the Arabs will attack in an endless frenzy!"


As Abu Muslim turned and left, Gao Xianzhi rode up on the steed gifted to him by the Emperor, alongside Cheng Qianli.


Both of them were filled with admiration for Wang Chong.


It was truly a fact that a hundred rumors did not compare to a single meeting. The more they interacted with Wang Chong and understood him, the more they found themselves enchanted.


"Wasn't that always the case?"


Wang Chong gave a soft chuckle.


"The Great Tang has never been lacking for opponents, and the Arabs are no exception. No one will ever be able to defeat my Great Tang, not then, not now, and not in the future."


Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli froze for a moment before exchanging smiles with Wang Chong.


"That's right. No one can defeat the Great Tang!"


"Withdraw!"


With their three orders, the Tang army retracted back behind the two defense lines, bringing a formal conclusion to the battle. The battlefield was left strewn with the corpses of man, horse, wolf, and vulture, the air suffused with the nauseating stench of blood!


……


The battle had lasted from the dawn to noon, and though it was over, there was still much to do in the aftermath.


"Zhang Que, have the losses been tallied up yet?"


Outside Talas, Wang Chong held his hand behind his back as he asked for the report.


"Yes, Lord Marquis, it has all been tallied up." Zhang Que's voice came from behind Wang Chong. His body was bowed, his expression respectful and subservient. "In these two days of battle, thirty thousand of our men have died while more than ten thousand were wounded. The greatest losses were suffered by the mercenaries from the Western Regions. Our own troops were better equipped, so the losses weren't as great."


"This means that we only have around one hundred thousand soldiers left?" Wang Chong said, his brow slightly frowned.


"Yes!"


"What about the losses suffered by the Turks, Tibetans, and Arabs?" Wang Chong asked.


"We can't get an exact count, but based on the estimates from the scouts, the Turks and Tibetans probably lost around forty thousand elites and nearly thirty thousand wolves. Those large wolves brought by the Western Turks had a substantial effect on our attacks. Many ballista bolts ended up being blocked by the wolf corpses, and during the cavalry battle, the wolves had to be taken care of first.


"As for the Arabs, they lost nearly eighty thousand soldiers yesterday, but today, our main force was deployed against the Western Turks and the Tibetans while we focused on defending against the Arabs. However, Chen Bin's ballista army and the infantry formations under Wang Yan still managed to kill many Arabs, an estimated thirty thousand. In addition, they had many wounded, which we estimate to be around forty thousand," Zhang Que reported.


Wang Chong fell silent at these reports. Both Dalun Ruozan and Abu Muslim had made ample preparations for this battle. The many wolves Duwu Sili had brought, the Arabian Iron Beast Army, and the hundreds of catapults had made it so that his ballistae had inflicted far fewer casualties than expected.


"I see. Pass on my order that all the wounded have their injuries wrapped and then taken into the city for treatment. And call Sir Zhang over!"


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Zhang Que swiftly departed.


There was only one person on the Tang side that deserved the respectful address of 'Sir Zhang'. In a few moments, Zhang Shouzhi and two of his most trusted disciples rushed out from the city.
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"Lord Marquis, you were looking for me."


Zhang Shouzhi bowed in front of Wang Chong. In these last two days of fighting, no one had been working harder than Zhang Shouzhi. As the highest-ranked architect in Talas, as well as the best architect in the Great Tang, Zhang Shouzhi had been personally involved in the construction of all the fortifications, whether it was the two steel defense lines or the hundreds of catapults lining the walls of Talas.


From the southwest to the northwest, Zhang Shouzhi was playing ever more important roles. One could say that even though he knew not one bit of martial arts, his importance in Qixi was second only to Wang Chong's.


"This is for you. Use it to strengthen and modify the two defense lines."


Wang Chong handed over a diagram paper as he spoke. This was a new diagram that he had made after the battle concluded, based on the current situation and how the three enemy factions had fought. No one besides Wang Chong, Zhang Shouzhi, and several of his core disciples were able to understand these diagrams.


"Be at ease. Leave this matter to me."


Zhang Shouzhi glanced at the diagram and gave a nod. Military matters were of utmost urgency, as they were tied to the lives of more than one hundred thousand soldiers. Zhang Shouzhi did not dare to delay and quickly left with the diagram.


Once Zhang Shouzhi left, Wang Chong continued to issue orders. "Li Siye, I leave this area up to you. Strengthen the guard and keep a close watch on the movements of the Tibetans, Western Turks, and Arabs. If you notice anything, inform me immediately."


"This general will carry out this order!" Li Siye sternly replied.


"Xu Keyi, Chen Bin! Hasten the repairs on the ballistae! They need to be ready for battle at any time!"


"Yes, Lord Marquis!" the two loudly affirmed.


Once everything was taken care of, Wang Chong walked through the gates of Talas, entering the city. The city itself was heavily patrolled and guarded. The city had everything a city ought to have, with markets and lounges, as well as military strongholds. All of them were constructed from large stones, and although the city was not as prosperous as those of the Great Tang, it had a grandeur all of its own. From the layout of the city, one could see the former prosperity of this economic and military nexus of the Silk Road.


"Lord Protector-General, this way. General Wang and the others are already waiting inside!"


A waiting officer of the Anxi Protectorate army went up to welcome Wang Chong.


Wang Chong nodded. "Lead the way."


After passing through various corridors and verandas, Wang Chong entered the reception hall of the residence that had belonged to the former lord of Talas. Here, he saw the armored Gao Xianzhi, flanked by Cheng Qianli and Xi Yuanqing. Wang Chong's father Wang Yan, as well as his big brother Wang Fu, were also present, as were the newly appointed Karluk Chief Guli and the leader of the Ferghanans.


The moment Wang Chong arrived, he became the center of attention.


Gao Xianzhi had just been discussing something with the generals, but when he saw Wang Chong, he immediately made his way around the model of Talas in front of him to welcome Wang Chong. "Haha, Wang Chong, you've arrived. We were just discussing strategies. You were the only person we lacked!" There was a smile on his face, and he seemed very relaxed. While the other generals showed little reaction, a brown-bearded and burly man next to Cheng Qianli was flabbergasted.


Gao Xianzhi had a proud personality and was known as the Anxi War God in the Western Regions. All the leaders and chiefs of the region had to lower their heads when meeting Gao Xianzhi. In his ten-some years of service with Gao Xianzhi, he had never seen him be so courteous to anyone. No! This was no longer just simple courtesy.


That someone of Gao Xianzhi's status was willing to go out and personally welcome this youth meant that his status and importance were equal to Gao Xianzhi's and that Gao Xianzhi regarded him as a peer.


"I've kept all of you waiting!"


Wang Chong bowed to Gao Xianzhi, paying little notice to that general's reaction. After exchanging a few courtesies, he strode to the model in the center of the hall and began to carefully examine it.


The model was completely different from the one Wang Chong had in Qixi. It was far more detailed and complete.


Making a model was a fundamental skill for a general. At times, one could use a model to judge a general's abilities.


The battlefield model of the Anxi Protectorate army is detailed in all aspects. From the general topography of the hills and valleys to the smallest crevices and fissures on the battlefield, all of it is here. From this aspect, one can see that Gao Xianzhi truly deserves his title as Wall of the Great Tang Empire and Anxi War God! Wang Chong marveled to himself as he looked at the model.


"Milord, my respects."


As Wang Chong was inspecting the model, someone whispered into his ear. This was a rough and vigorous voice, thickly accented. Wang Chong could immediately tell that it belonged to a Hu. Turning his head, Wang Chong saw a Hu with a rough-hewn face and a particularly striking brown beard. Wang Chong said nothing, only made a questioning expression with his face.


"This one is the Ferghanan commander, Banahan, paying respects to Protector-General! In the future, if Lord Protector-General has the time, I hope that Lord Protector-General can pay a visit to our Ferghana. Banahan1 will definitely welcome Lord Protector-General with open arms!"




Banahan gave a slight bow, extreme respect displayed on his face.


So it's him!


Wang Chong hadn't cared at the start, but when he heard 'Ferghana' being mentioned, a hint of surprise flashed through his eyes. With the precedent of Wanhe Peiluo and the Karluks, the Ferghanans appeared even more like loyal allies of the Great Tang. In the history of the Great Tang, allies like Banahan and the Ferghanans were quite rare, devotedly loyal to the Great Tang to the very end, in both good times and bad.


Even after the defeat at Talas, their loyalty had not wavered.


In the Western Regions, where the culture of the Central Plains could find little purchase and where the loyalties of the kingdoms were ever-fickle, such allies were extremely rare and precious.


Wang Chong's mood immediately improved.


"Khagan is too polite!"


Wang Chong faintly smiled, and then he had a sudden idea.


"At our first meeting, this one just so happens to have a gift for Khagan."


"Oh?"


Banahan had originally intended to exchange a few simple courtesies, but Wang Chong's words immediately garnered his interest.


"I hear that Khagan knows the Great Fire Crow Art, a secret technique of the royal court. For various reasons, like the passage of time and the internal strife in the court, this technique is not complete, and Khagan finds it very difficult to progress any further. This one has a certain mantra that might be able to assist Khagan in filling the gap in the Great Fire Crow Art and advancing to a higher level," Wang Chong said with a smile.


"Can I treat Lord Protector-General's words as the truth?"


Banahan's eyes went wide, his face glowing with joy at this unbelievable news.


"There was something like this?"


Not even Gao Xianzhi could stop himself from butting in at this point.


Wang Chong silently smiled in reply. The loyalty of the Ferghanans was beyond doubt, but as the chief of the Ferghanans, Banahan was actually not very well known for his strength in the Western Regions, with Wanhe Peiluo standing head and shoulders above him. This was undoubtedly one of Banahan's regrets. Wang Chong had perused a few records regarding the matter, so he knew that the crucial problem lay in the legendary Great Fire Wuming Art of Ferghana.


A famous internal conflict within the Ferghanan royal household had caused this profound art to be damaged, limiting the accomplishments of the future Ferghanan Khagans. This problem persisted until the future calamity, where the gathering of all martial arts and the collaboration of many intellects finally filled the gap.


Wang Chong only remembered this because the current Ferghanan Khagan, Banahan, was standing before him.


"We'll know if it's true once we try it out," Wang Chong said.


Calling a guard to bring over ink, brush, and paper, Wang Chong quickly set about writing out the mantra to complement the Great Fire Crow Art. Banahan took it and put it away as if it was the most precious of treasures.


After this minor interlude, everyone turned their attention back to the model.


"Although we've won over the last two days, we still can't put down our guard."


The first to speak was Cheng Qianli. As Vice Protector-General of the Anxi Protectorate army, Cheng Qianli wielded a great deal of authority on the battlefield.


"Dalun Ruozan still hasn't retreated, and Abu Muslim still has his main fighting force. Most importantly, he still hasn't entered the battle himself. We don't know how many moves he still has in reserve, nor do we know how many reserve soldiers he has left."


The mention of reserve soldiers caused the mood in the reception hall to turn grim. They all knew that the Arabs were fierce fighters, and Talas itself was too close to their territory, meaning that they could call in more troops from the rear at any time. The Arabs had been recruiting soldiers this entire time, which was why even though the Arabs had been fighting with the Anxi Protectorate army for two months, their numbers had only increased, not decreased.


By the time Wang Chong arrived at Talas, the Arabs had gathered a force of more than three hundred thousand soldiers outside the city.


The reception hall was quiet. In the end, Wang Chong's father Wang Yan broke the silence.


"Although the Arabs are riding on a fierce momentum and the battlefield is closer to their lands, war has never been purely about numbers. We have to look at their overall strength, including their training, teamwork, strategy and tactics, as well as their logistics. If we consider these aspects, I don't believe that there's need for everyone to be too worried. The current task at hand is to discuss our countermeasures against the alliance of the Tibetans, Western Turks, and Arabs."


"My opinion is the same as Father's. Abu Muslim is still amassing troops. If he is not decisively defeated, this war will never come to an end!"


Wang Chong's big brother Wang Fu voiced his agreement.


"Abu Muslim is not very easy to deal with. I've fought with him for two months, so I have some understanding of how he works. He's fond of constantly probing the enemy and then launching stronger and more forceful waves of attacks until the willpower of his enemy is broken. And even if his opponent is not defeated, he will use his continuous assaults to slowly grasp their weaknesses before personally entering the fray. With one lethal strike, he will finally finish off his foe!" Gao Xianzhi explained, his expression grave and vigilant.


"In addition, the Arabs worship battle, and no matter how many losses they suffer, they will never retreat until Abu Muslim gives the order. To the Arabs, as long as they can defeat their enemy and conquer the opposing country, the price paid doesn't matter. In this way, they are completely different from any other foe the Great Tang has faced."


Cheng Qianli and Xi Yuanqing both nodded in agreement. They had both personally experienced the power of the Arabs.

______________
1. The author is quite lazy here with his names. The kingdom of Ferghana is known by several names in Chinese histories. One of these is 费尔干纳, which is a transliteration of 'Ferghana'. Another one of these is 拔那汗, or 'Banahan', which is how the Tang referred to the kingdom of Ferghana. The author has been using 拔那汗 to refer to Ferghana, but here, he names the leader of the Ferghanans 费尔干纳, which in English would translate to 'the Ferghanan commander, Ferghana'. As such, I have elected to switch them around and call the commander 'Banahan'.↩
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The Ferghanan leader Banahan suddenly spoke, his expression extremely sincere. "In truth, I feel that the Great Tang soldiers are no weaker than the Arabs. Lord Gao Xianzhi had only seventy thousand soldiers, but he managed to hold out in Talas against the Arabs for two months. Even Abu Muslim couldn't do anything about that. Based on we Ferghanans' understanding of the Arabs, none of their wars has ever turned out like this. And we also have Milord. In the two battles starting from yesterday, even though the Arabs had the absolute advantage in soldiers and had new allies, they were no match for Milord. In these two battles, the Arabs have lost more than one hundred thousand men, while the Great Tang's losses were very limited. If this news was to get out, those countries that were conquered by the Arabs wouldn't believe their ears.


"Of all the countries of the continent, probably only the Great Tang can defeat the Arabs. In the view of mercenaries like us, the Great Tang is the strongest country, which is why we are willing to fight alongside the Great Tang."


The Anxi Protectorate army had always had two major allies. One was the Karluks, and the other was the Ferghanans. The Karluk Chief Wanhe Peiluo was now dead, so the only person amongst the mercenaries who had the standing to speak in front of Gao Xianzhi was Banahan.


The people in the reception hall were all rather surprised by Banahan's words. No one had expected the Ferghanan leader to have so much faith in the Great Tang, even more than they themselves had. The gloomy atmosphere in the hall immediately evaporated, and even Wang Chong couldn't help but smile.


The Ferghanans were truly the Great Tang's most loyal allies.


"But, we're currently facing enemies both in front and behind." Another voice inserted itself into the conversation. "Regardless of which side we attack, the other side will counter. If we can't resolve this problem, our defeat will be certain."


Before this man had even finished speaking, the warm atmosphere created by Banahan immediately dissolved. Everyone turned to the pensive-faced Guli, who was completely unaware of what was going on around him as he stood by the model. Perhaps because he finally noticed the strange silence, Guli finally raised his head. In a flash, he realized that he had spoken out of turn, and paled in shock.


The Karluks had colluded with the Arabs, and Wanhe Peiluo had been executed when the matter was exposed. The Karluks were currently facing a crisis of confidence. If they overstepped their bounds and provoked the Great Tang, the Karluks might face a total collapse.


Just when Guli was filled with despair and panic, an energetic voice rang out. "Guli is correct. Being attacked from both the back and the front is a major taboo in military strategy. If this problem is not resolved, we will find it very difficult to fight the Arabs with complete focus." Wang Chong had chosen this moment to agree with Guli's words.


"Lord Protector-General!"


Guli immediately relaxed as if he had seen a sliver of hope. Those who didn't know about Wang Chong would only see his seventeen-year-old appearance. However, anyone who understood him knew that this was a young Protector-General of the same status as Gao Xianzhi, perhaps even higher. After all, the more than one hundred thousand soldiers outside the city were under his command.


"But this problem isn't too difficult. Abu Muslim might be able to get an endless stream of reinforcements from Arabia, but the same isn't true for the other side."


Wang Chong spoke with a firm expression, his gaze like a staunch pillar of rock that would never waver or topple no matter what challenged it. This was an infectious gaze that imbued anyone that it looked upon with conviction and resolve.


"The Tibetans and Western Turks brought around one hundred and twenty thousand soldiers with them. In the first battle, they lost more than forty thousand, leaving them with only around seventy thousand. Starting from now, Dalun Ruozan will be extremely cautious and not take many risks. Any loss he suffers in his forces is one that he can't recover from. And if I remember correctly, the Mutri Great Cavalry were charged with guarding Ü-Tsang's royal capital. Nothing has happened in the royal capital, but the Mutri Great Cavalry have appeared outside Talas. If my guess is correct, Dalun Ruozan has defied the Tsenpo's orders and privately gathered this army! It's impossible for him to get any reinforcements from Ü-Tsang."


Buzz!


Everyone was left dazed by Wang Chong's words; even Gao Xianzhi's eyes flew wide open. In this battle, they had only taken note of what was happening in the battle, but not about what was going on beyond its confines. Even Gao Xianzhi was no exception.


It wasn't that he wouldn't have been able to notice such a detail, but there were too many things to be taken care of in the Anxi Protectorate army. In terms of strategic outlook, Wang Chong was far more sensitive than all the generals in the room, even Gao Xianzhi.


"You are saying that this is a private war?" Gao Xianzhi thoughtfully said.


"Correct!" Wang Chong lightly said, his eyes so profound that they seemed able to see through all things. "Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang lost in the war of the southwest, and Dusong Mangpoje lost at the triangular gap. These three lost almost all their men in their defeats. No matter how open-minded the Tsenpo is, he would never give them more soldiers in so short a time. In addition, if this really had been the Tsenpo's intention, he would never have sent a mere seventy thousand soldiers. Besides that, although Duwu Sili is hailed as the Celestial Wolf Great General and is a formidable fighter, he only brought forty thousand soldiers with him as well as many wolves from the Turkic steppe. In my view, it's obvious that Ishbara Khagan is only testing the waters.


"The Western Turkic Khaganate will not be sending reinforcements!"


Those who made more calculations in the temple would win while those who made less would face defeat. A Great General not only needed to take into account what he could see on the battlefield, but also what was going on outside it. This included logistics, reinforcements, resupply, politics, and many other factors. In this war, Wang Chong was also focusing on what lay beyond the war zone.


Regardless of what Dalun Ruozan wished, Wang Chong had already grasped the information he had needed from the battle just now. This battle was actually Dalun Ruozan's own idea, and his actual situation was not as glorious as it seemed.


Wang Chong had clearly and concisely analyzed the current situation, and the hall fell quiet as all the other generals began to ponder this new information. Wang Chong's explanation was gradually beginning to clear up the seemingly complicated and disadvantageous situation.


"As for the Arabs, although Talas is closer to Arabia, don't forget that we are also not fighting alone. Behind us is the entire Great Tang. If we can hold on for a little longer, we will also have an endless stream of reinforcements! In this way, we're completely different from the Turks and the Tibetans."


Wang Chong spoke with such weight that his words seemed to thump against the floor.


The mood in the hall relaxed, with even Banahan and Guli feeling energized. It was true that while Abu Muslim had the enormous Arabian Empire backing him, the Anxi Protectorate army had the massive Great Tang Empire.


Even in the distant Western Regions, the Great Tang possessed a thunderous reputation. This was why many of its mercenaries were willing to fight alongside it against the Arabs.


"Lord Protector-General speaks the truth. I am confident that no matter what, the Great Tang will be the ultimate victor. Our Karluk Tribe swears an oath to follow the Great Tang until the end!"


Guli gave Wang Chong a grateful glance, seizing the chance to express his loyalty. If not for Wang Chong's timely words, he might have ended up as the target of everyone in the room. He was gradually beginning to admire this newly-arrived Qixi Protector-General.


"Enough. Leave that for later. We need to first discuss how we should handle the night. If my guess is correct, Abu Muslim and Dalun Ruozan will definitely try something in the middle of the night."


Wang Chong spoke with his eyes fixed on the model.


"Ah?"


Guli was astonished and asked in confusion, "Milord, will there not be any fighting in the afternoon?"


Wang Chong, Gao Xianzhi, and Cheng Qianli all chuckled at this question. Although Guli had taken Wanhe Peiluo's seat and become chief of the Karluks, his military intuition and grasp of strategy were clearly lacking.


"Relax. If Abu Muslim was intending to fight in the afternoon, he wouldn't have retreated in the morning."


Wang Chong waved his hand and gave a careless smile.


"And he also has duties to take care of after the battle. It's not possible for him to start another battle so soon after the last. Even if he were willing, Dalun Ruozan definitely wouldn't agree. All his focus will be on a night raid!"


The superior general broke the enemy's schemes. Any general who came off badly in a daytime battle would begin to consider launching an attack at night. A night assault had many advantages. For example, the enemy would not be able to remain vigilant for the entirety of the night, and the more intense the battle during the day was, the drowsier they would be at night.


The cover of darkness would also allow the army to more easily approach while also lowering the accuracy of archers and ballistae.


"This truly is the case. With my understanding of Abu Muslim, he's an extremely aggressive person who would never let go a chance to attack at night. In addition, Dalun Ruozan definitely will have made his own preparations. Thus, the risks at night are no smaller than those during the day. But this can also be a chance for us," Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi considered.


"In war, there's no such thing as too much deception. Although we don't have as many soldiers as the Arabs, Turks, and Tibetans, we do have a massive advantage in the steel walls and the city of Talas. Abu Muslim doesn't have such fortifications, so if they can raid us at night, we can do the same against them. In addition, we can use such a raid to gather some information."


Wang Chong couldn't help but smile at these words. Many people knew that Gao Xianzhi was a god-like commander who made fierce and swift assaults, often appearing in places his enemies never expected. However, very few people knew that Gao Xianzhi had another trait: a willingness to engage in deception and trickery.


Time and time again, he had relied on deception to subdue the kingdoms of the Western Regions.


From a Confucian perspective, this was a disgraceful trait, but from a military perspective, Wang Chong found it extremely praiseworthy.
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"I've exchanged blows with Dalun Ruozan before. Given my understanding of him, he should already be discussing a night-time operation with them. If my assumptions are correct, the target of their operation should be here."


As Wang Chong spoke, he suddenly pointed a finger at a certain place on the model, immediately drawing everyone's attention to it.


……


"The daytime part of our battle with the Great Tang has already concluded, but the nighttime part has yet to begin…"


At the same time, to the east of Talas, behind the hills, inside a typical golden Western Turkic tent, Dalun Ruozan, Duwu Sili, Huoshu Huicang, Dusong Mangpoje, and the rest of the Turkic and Tibetan generals were gathered.


Unlike the Tang side, they were not gathered around a topographical map of Talas, but the precious map of the continent belonging to the Ü-Tsang Empire.


"On the surface, the commander of the Great Tang forces is Gao Xianzhi, but in reality, their commander is the one that we're all familiar with, the youngest son of the Wang Clan. Given my understanding of him, he will definitely try something tonight. In the southwest, he used this move, and he won't let such an opportunity pass."


Just like Wang Chong had with Dalun Ruozan, Dalun Ruozan had drawn the same conclusion about Wang Chong. These two mortal foes had far too great an understanding of each other.


"In addition, during the daytime, we lost a great deal of soldiers. Unlike the Great Tang, we won't be getting reinforcements, so I conclude that Wang Chong will definitely make us the main target of his attacks. He will use every method at his disposal to slowly grind away at our manpower until we crumble away!"


If Wang Chong had been listening in, he would definitely have been flabbergasted, as Dalun Ruozan had reached exactly the same conclusion from his analysis as the generals in the reception hall belonging to the Lord of Talas.


"Gonjo Jiebu, what is the status on the fence and sentry posts I had you construct?"


Dalun Ruozan turned to a Tibetan general behind him.


"Reporting to Great Minister: the carriages have been unloaded and the soldiers ordered to begin construction. All construction should be done in around four hours."


Gonjo Jiebu was an extremely burly and rough-faced general, with a scimitar hanging from his waist.


"Very good. Make sure that all the soldiers have the passwords for the patrols. In addition, make sure that the outer perimeter has many torches. Any person approaching, whether friend or enemy, must be rigorously inspected. If they are our own men, they need to be even more rigorously inspected!" Dalun Ruozan said.


Duwu Sili suddenly spoke. "Isn't Great Minister making too much of a fuss? Isn't this too cautious for some nighttime patrols?" With his hands held behind his back, he had been quietly listening, but the more he heard, the more his thick brows creased.


Dalun Ruozan was a Great Minister of Ü-Tsang, and though they had only interacted with each other for a short time, he had won Duwu Sili's approval. But Duwu Sili found it hard to just blindly go along with Dalun Ruozan's extreme vigilance. Dalun Ruozan had not even been like this during the battle in the morning.


"Haha, Great General has never fought with that person, so it's natural that you don't know. That person's art of war is different from anyone else's. In the war of the southwest, he had the Tang disguise themselves as Tibetans or Mengshe Zhao people multiple times. There was a torrential downpour going on at the time, so our encirclement was broken many times, and our advantage was slowly whittled away until we were defeated."


Dalun Ruozan softly chuckled, not at all angry.


Buzz!


Dalun Ruozan's words took Duwu Sili, Shamask, Chekun Benba, and the other Western Turkic generals by surprise. They had all heard somewhat about the war of the southwest, but never to this level of detail.


"That's too despicable!" Chekun Benba viciously said.


The Turks were accustomed to open battles, frank clashes of saber and sword. If the enemy disguised themselves as Western Turks and set up an ambush, the Western Turks would truly fall into the trap.


"Great General, do not find this strange. Great Minister is only being careful, and there is no harm in being cautious. This is for the sake of the entire army," Huoshu Huicang sternly said. "Moreover, the battlefield is currently covered in corpses. The Great Tang might already be implementing their plan, taking the armor off those corpses. In this battle we lost nearly forty thousand men. If the Great Tang dispatches forty thousand men disguised as us and launches a night raid, in our situation, we won't be able to last and will inevitably suffer a gruesome defeat."


Both Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang were richly experienced in Wang Chong's inclination for using disguised troops to launch ambushes and were extremely wary of such tactics. Duwu Sili might not have understood, but this pair felt obligated to guard against the possibility.


Duwu Sili said nothing, but his brows creased even more tightly. In small numbers, disguised troops were no problem, but a large number was a completely different matter. If that boy from the Great Tang really was so crafty, then these precautions were absolutely necessary.


"Then we will do as you say and have my subordinates do everything they can to assist you. But if the Great Tang can raid us, then we can also try attacking them. Far better to attack than wait for our deaths," Duwu Sili harshly said.


"Haha, in this, Great General and I have no disagreement."


Dalun Ruozan chortled and turned his gaze back to the large map on the fretwork table in the middle of the tent.


"Although the Tang are a formidable fighting force with an outstanding strategist behind them, more than half their number are mercenaries, with the actual Tang soldiers forming a minority of the force. Besides that, they have one other enormous weakness. If we can seize this weakness, we can cut off one of their arms. After that, we'll have nothing to fear, not even if the Great Tang still has one hundred thousand soldiers left."


"What weakness is this?"


Dalun Ruozan's words instantly caught everyone's attention. Dalun Ruozan, Huoba Sangye, Chekun Benba, Shamask, and all the other generals leaned in to listen.


"Ballistae!"


Dalun Ruozan smiled as he spat out the word.


……


"Ballistae!"


Dalun Ruozan had no idea that at this same moment, Wang Chong was repeating this exact word before the assembled generals in the Lord of Talas's reception hall.


"Ballistae are the Great Tang's most powerful heavy weaponry, and the Imperial Court has always strictly regulated their use. In our last two battles, a significant number of Arabs, Turks, and Tibetans were killed by the ballistae. Dalun Ruozan is known as a wise minister, so he must have noticed this point. If Dalun Ruozan does launch a night raid, his target will definitely be the ballistae!"


Wang Chong spoke these words with absolute assurance, backed as they were by his deep understanding of Dalun Ruozan.


Unless it was a large-scale assault, a night raid would usually inflict very limited harm, so their targets normally had some strategic significance. Dalun Ruozan would not make an exception here.


"Lord Protector-General, the ballistae are extremely important. If the Tibetans and Turks will choose to attack the ballistae, should we not consider moving the ballistae into Talas to avoid large losses?" Cheng Qianli probed.


Wang Chong was not the only one with ballistae. The Anxi Protectorate army also had a large number of ballistae, but these were usually used in an auxiliary role. No one had ever made an army of them as Wang Chong had, nor assigned special soldiers to man them. On the battlefield, the results displayed by Wang Chong's ballista army were like night and day compared to the ballistae of the Anxi Protectorate army.


If Dalun Ruozan chose to make an attack on Wang Chong's ballista army, it would have a massive effect on the Tang army at Talas.


However, the ballista army was under Wang Chong's command, and not even the Vice Protector-General of the Anxi Protectorate army, Cheng Qianli, could order them around, only offer advice. In the military, overstepping one's authority was a major taboo!


"There's no need!"


Wang Chong gave a carefree laugh.


"The steel defense lines need the ballista teams to intimidate the enemy. In addition, we can't rule out the possibility that Abu Muslim and Dalun Ruozan could choose to launch a large-scale assault in the middle of the night. Only with the ballistae can we launch a timely counterattack. In addition, without the ballistae, how can we bait out Dalun Ruozan?"


At these final words, the eyes of everyone in the hall brightened.


"It seems that Lord Protector-General has a plan."


Gao Xianzhi stroked his beard and gave Wang Chong a knowing smile.


"In all matters, preparation will always be superior to no preparations. Since I know that Dalun Ruozan will attack the ballistae, I will naturally plan out countermeasures. The Tibetans can attack us, so we can attack them!" Wang Chong confidently said.


Gao Xianzhi nodded in agreement at Wang Chong's words. Heroes admired heroes, and though Wang Chong was much younger than him, his mindset was already at the Great General level. In his ideas and plans, he was in complete agreement with Gao Xianzhi. Gao Xianzhi could not find this trait in any of the generals of the Anxi Protectorate army.


"Lord Protector-General and I share the same view. The first to strike is in the active position while the second to strike is forced into the passive position. Offense is the best course of action," Gao Xianzhi said, his eyes bright.


Gao Xianzhi had never been a defensive Great General. Proactive offense was his defining trait, so he naturally resonated with Wang Chong's proposal to attack.


"However, there is one thing that Lord Protector-General must guard against," Gao Xianzhi said. "Based on what I know, Dalun Ruozan exchanged blows with you before and has a deep understanding of your tactics. This man has always been very intelligent, so he has assuredly predicted your assault and prepared for it. If Lord Protector-General wishes to attack, the assault must be carefully planned out."


"Haha, Milord is worrying too much. The art of war is the art of deception. Dalun Ruozan knows of only my past tactics, not my current ones. A general should always adjust his tactics to the local circumstances, altering them according to the time and place. If one does not have fixed strategies, how can the enemy defend against them? No matter what precautions Dalun Ruozan has taken, it's all useless."


Wang Chong finished with a winsome smile.
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"Oh?"


It wasn't just Gao Xianzhi who brightened up at Wang Chong's words, but all the other Anxi generals present in the reception hall too. They had never heard this sort of military theory before, and even Gao Xianzhi found it rather new. Only Wang Yan and Wang Fu showed little reaction, as they were already used to it.


"Lord Protector-General's words are truly enlightening. Water is unconstant and ever-changing. I did not think Milord would understand this military principle merely through observing nature!" Cheng Qianli praised Wang Chong, his heart full of admiration1.




Wang Chong practiced an art of war completely different from that of any other Great Tang general. It was difficult to believe that a seventeen-year-old youth possessed such a high-level understanding of military strategy!


"Vice Protector-General's praise is too much!"


Wang Chong faintly smiled, neither feeling too proud nor too humble.


Although he had still not recovered his cultivation from his last life, very few people in the world could match the mastery of strategy and tactics displayed by this War Saint of the Central Plains. Even Dalun Ruozan was simply imitating the art of war Wang Chong had displayed in the southwest!


"Leave Dalun Ruozan to me, but there's still Abu Muslim. If Dalun Ruozan will move at night, Abu Muslim will do so as well. Besides that, given my understanding of Dalun Ruozan, he's definitely sent a letter to Abu Muslim via pigeon warning him to be careful of us," Wang Chong said.


"Leave this to me," Gao Xianzhi immediately replied, a confident and relaxed smile on his face. "After all, I've been fighting with Abu Muslim for so long. No matter what he's up to, the Anxi Protectorate army will ensure that he goes back empty-handed. In addition, we can use this opportunity to probe the Arabs' weaknesses and see what else they have in reserve!"


As the War God of the Western Regions, Gao Xianzhi had his own pride. He might have still been lacking in terms of an overarching strategic perspective, but in terms of conducting a battle, Gao Xianzhi was inferior to no man. The two Tang commanders quickly agreed to a plan of action. Wang Chong would deal with Dalun Ruozan while Gao Xianzhi would deal with Abu Muslim.


Afterward, the two commanders began to discuss the specific details with the other generals in the room. This went on for quite some time, so that when everything was finally settled, it was already nightfall.


……


Time slowly passed, and as the sky darkened, the Western Turks, the Arabs, and the Tibetans continued to maintain a stalemate with the Great Tang.


"Ziyad, what news is there from Baghdad? Didn't the Caliph already agree to send the Mamelukes? Why is it that those Mamelukes that should have showed up one month ago have yet to appear!"


To the west of Talas, in the brightly lit Arab camp, the Governor of Iron and Blood, Abu Muslim, sat in an enormous throne made of gold and iron, looking at his Deputy Governor Ziyad, who stood at the lead of the assembled Arab generals.


"Lord Governor, I've sent letters requesting news many times	," the bowed Ziyad said. "From the news we've received from the rear, it appears that yet another revolt has occurred in Khorasan. The rebels have colluded with old Sassanid nobles and are stirring trouble again. The Caliph views this matter with utmost seriousness, so he dispatched the Mamelukes to suppress the rebellion."


Abu Muslim's brows subtly creased at this news. The Sassanid Dynasty was one of the empires conquered by the Arabs, as well as the strongest opponent they had encountered in their expansion. Khorasan was once the eastern part of the Sassanid Dynasty.


Although the Arabs had conquered the Sassanid Dynasty, there were still many surviving remnants that would occasionally start rebellions against the Arabs. The region of Khorasan was home to the fiercest of these revolts. The Arab Caliphs were constantly vexed by these rebellions, so they had always done their utmost to suppress the region.


When Abu Muslim became Governor of the East, he had conducted his own harsh suppression campaign, but he had never imagined that another revolt would crop up so soon after he had vanquished the last one.


"Have we still not captured those Sassanid nobles?" Abu Muslim said with a frown, a sharp light flitting through his eyes.


"No. Those Sassanid nobles that managed to escape are all extremely careful, and they have many helpers in Khorasan, so it's very difficult for us to capture them. The Caliph sent Governor Yazid to oversee the task, and many notices were pasted all across Khorasan, but just as usual, there has been little result. In addition…"


Ziyad paused for a moment, shooting a glance at Abu Muslim.


"I just received news from the Caliph. His Majesty is extremely dissatisfied with our progress in Talas!"


Buzz!


Ziyad's words immediately silenced the tent, all the Arab generals lowering their heads as an oppressive mood settled. In the Abbasid Caliphate, the decrees of the Caliph were the decrees of God. No one dared to defy the Caliph. The Caliph did not care about what sort of losses the governors under him suffered, or how many of his subordinates had been killed or injured.


The Caliph only cared about the results!


Talas had been under siege for two months but had still not fallen, garnering the Caliph's displeasure. If this situation were not changed, Abu Muslim would end up recalled and replaced.


Many Governors of the East had been replaced for exactly the same reason!


Just when the atmosphere in the tent was at its most stifling, Abu Muslim finally spoke. "Talas will fall! The Great Tang will be defeated!" His voice was like steel, suffused with an unshakable resolve.


"Write a letter to the Caliph for me. Abu Muslim will definitely end this battle within two months and will offer up the Great Tang's western territory as a gift for the Caliph! In addition, when this battle is over, I will start a massacre. Let the corpses of one hundred thousand Tang soldiers mollify His Majesty's displeasure… None of them will be able to return to the Great Tang alive!!"


Abu Muslim's words sent a strange ripple through the tent, tinged with a searing heat. 'Massacre'! Those warriors of the Abbasid Caliphate who understood Abu Muslim knew just what this word meant.


Although this was a source of endless dread for the enemies of the Abbasid Caliphate, to the Arabs who regarded fighting and killing as their mission in life, this was an exciting event that could rouse the morale of the entire army.


"This subordinate will go!" Ziyad earnestly said.


"Oh, that's right. There is another matter. Although His Majesty has sent the Mamelukes to suppress the Sassanid rebellion, His Majesty has already agreed to the other two of Lord Governor's requests. Those two special armies will arrive at Talas by tomorrow at the latest, ready to obey Lord Governor's orders!"


"Good!"


Abu Muslim's eyes exploded with a brilliant light, his entire body suddenly bursting with energy.


"Ziyad, I will let you handle this matter. Tomorrow, we will bring this battle to an end!"


"This general will go!"


Flap flap!


The discussion was suddenly interrupted by the flapping of wings. Whoosh! In the blink of an eye, a small and energetic eagle had flown into the tent, headed straight for Abu Muslim on his throne of gold and black.


The abruptness of it all immediately drew in everyone's focus.


On his throne, Abu Muslim leisurely extended an arm. The small eagle lightly landed on his finger. On its leg was a thin sheet of snow-white paper.


"It's the Tibetan."


A hint of curiosity flashed in Abu Muslim's eyes, and he quickly removed the paper. The tent was quiet as Abu Muslim read through the letter; not even Ziyad said a word.


"Interesting! The Tibetan has sent a letter warning us to be careful, as the Tang might disguise themselves and launch a sneak attack against us."


Abu Muslim grinned and casually passed the letter to a swarthy Arab general next to him.


"Although I don't think that anyone can successfully pull a sneak attack on us, the Tibetan had good intentions with this letter. Nurman, take care of it, and send a letter back in reply."


"This subordinate will go!" the Arab general known as Nurman solemnly replied.


"In addition, the Tibetans and Western Turks hope to cooperate with us in attacking the Great Tang during the night. I have no objections toward this plan, and it will be of benefit to us Arabs. Nurman, gather your men and have them get ready!" Abu Muslim said.


"This general will go!" Nurman excitedly replied, his eyes glimmering with killing intent as he departed.


No one in the Arab army was more skilled than him at night raids. There was certain to be a resplendent blood-colored banquet tonight.


……


It seemed like Talas was experiencing the last day of the year, witnessing the final sunrise and sunset. When the sun finally sank below the horizon, the sky swiftly darkened, and a few hours later, the sky over Talas was completely dark.


Whooshwhooshwhoosh! As the light dimmed, the fires of torches began to sputter to life in front of the large gates of Talas, brightly illuminating the eastern line of steel walls. Everything within a range of fifty zhang was clearly exposed. The same scene repeated itself at the western defense line as well.


The two long lines of torches increased the visibility for the watchmen on both defense lines.


At almost the same time, on the distant hills to the east, massive bonfires flamed to life, far brighter and hotter than the fiery light exuded by the two defense lines. These bonfires created a large defensive zone for the Tibetans and Turks. The Arabs to the west soon did the same.


One fire after another, each of them dazzling, made the cold Talas as bright as the starry night sky.


As night fell, three sides, four empires, almost simultaneously went on guard.


"Dalun Ruozan really did prepare himself!"


On the northeast corner of the Talas walls, Wang Chong watched the busy Tibetans and Turks with a smile on his lips.


"Unfortunately, no matter how much you've prepared yourself, it's still useless!"


______________
1. Alas, Sunzi's Art of War truly seems to be a lost text in this world, as Wang Chong's words are essentially paraphrasing the last section in the chapter 'False and True' of the Art of War: 'Therefore, just as water retains no constant shape, so in warfare there are no constant conditions'.↩
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Wang Chong stood on the walls, his clothes blown about by the blustery winds. As he looked into the distance, he exuded an air of confidence and grace.


"Light the torches!"


Wang Chong made a gesture, and in an instant, torches were rapidly lit along the walls. Clingclingcling! Oil lamps were let down from the walls along chains, lighting up all the shadowed corners and niches of Talas. Whether the Arabs and Tibetans wanted to make a sneak attack on the steel defense lines or climb the walls of Talas under the cover of darkness, they no longer had any blind spots to use.


Time slowly passed, but the Tibetan, Tang, and Arab camps were all quiet. All three sides seemed extremely restrained and concerned with their own affairs. This state of affairs lasted deep into the night, all the way until the Zi Period.


But the mood around Talas did not relax, only grew tenser and tenser. To the east, west, and in Talas at the very middle, the soldiers on guard were completely focused, growing even more cautious as the night went on.


As the Zi Period passed, the darkness grew deeper, and the drowsiness hung heavier.


Everyone knew that this was when night raids most frequently took place.


Caw!


At the edge of the eastern battlefield, the cries of vultures came from above the blazing bonfires. Around six thousand Tibetan soldiers were patrolling along the perimeter formed by the bonfires. The area they patrolled was crossed by newly constructed fences and dotted with tall sentry towers.


It was difficult to imagine that a nomadic civilization in Ü-Tsang had been able to pick up the tactics of the Central Plains so quickly.


A Tibetan commander stood in front of a sentry post and loudly ordered, "Stay focused! The Great Tang commander loves sneak attacks! Keep your eyes sharp! Don't let a Tang get through the gaps."


"Yes!"


The Tibetan soldiers sounded off from the various sentry points. Their wary eyes peered like hawks at their surroundings. In these circumstances, no one could break the Tibetan defense line without being discovered. Gallop! Tibetan cavalry kicked up clouds of dust as they patrolled through the dark night.


The tight patrols of cavalry and the multiple sentry posts created an airtight defense that ensured the safety of the Tibetan and Turkic camps.


Time marched on. Dark clouds obscured the moon, casting the surroundings into an even deeper gloom.


After some time…


Gallop!


Outside the southern defense line of the Tibetan camp, rumbling hooves immediately raised the vigilance of the Tibetans.


"Who goes there!"


Creaking could be heard from a high sentry post as a Tibetan suddenly turned and pulled on a large bow, the sharp arrow pointed toward the direction of the noise. At almost the same time, all the patrolling cavalry within a radius of several hundred zhang began rushing toward the location in a din of clattering armor and neighing horses.


Countless eyes peered out of the darkness in the direction of the approaching horse hooves. Through the light of the fires, one could see innumerable figures rapidly approaching.


"Don't attack! We're on your side!"


A voice spoken in panicked Tibetan came out of the darkness. At the sound of these familiar words, the sentry grew only more worried, not less. Thwish! The arrow let out a piercing whistle as it landed in front of those approaching figures.


"Stop immediately! Get off your horses and remove your helmets! I want to see your faces!


"This is Great Minister's order! Any who defy it will be executed!" the sentry soldier shouted. As he spoke, he threw a torch from the sentry tower.


The torch drew a dazzling arc through the air, but then there was the thwish of an arrow as the torch was shot down in mid-air.


"Hahaha, Dalun Ruozan is truly formidable to have already prepared for this. Brothers, retreat!"


The voice cheerfully spoke in Tibetan before the figure swung his hand down and led the soldiers away, not even entering the light of the bonfires.


"After them!"


The Tibetan still hadn't figured out what was going on when he heard furious bellows and the sounds of horses galloping off in pursuit.


"Stop! Come back right now!"


A Tibetan officer riding a muscular highland steed galloped forward and stopped the other soldiers. "The Great Minister has ordered that there is to be no pursuit! Remember that they might have set up an ambush!"


The neighing of the horses quickly settled down as the pursuing Tibetan cavalry swiftly withdrew.


"These Tibetans really are quite impressive. Not a single one of them took the bait!"


Sun Zhiming watched the Tibetans retreat in the darkness, a look of interest in his eyes.


Behind Sun Zhiming, a cavalryman who had taken part in the war of the southwest noted, "Dalun Ruozan is truly impressive. He well deserves his reputation as a wise minister! Even Lord Marquis praises him. Moreover, he already experienced Lord Marquis's sneak attacks in the southwest and took precautions. This move of ours will be practically useless against him."


"Haha, it's even more fun because he's made precautions. Retreat for now. In any case, we still have an entire night to play with the Tibetans!"


Sun Zhiming gave a careless grin and swiftly set off with his men into the depths of the darkness.


Meanwhile, the news that the Tang had attempted to disguise themselves as Tibetans and raid the Tibetan camp was sent back to the commander's tent in the hills. The tent was brightly lit, and the precious map of the continent was laid out on a round pitch-black table. Sitting next to this table were Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, Dusong Mangpoje, and Duwu Sili.


"Just as Great Minister predicted, that boy really did try and use that move again!"


Huoshu Huicang snorted in derision upon hearing the news.


"Haha, he tried the same method twice? It seems I overestimated him."


Dalun Ruozan gave a leisurely grin. In his view, Wang Chong had clearly hit the extent of his abilities, only able to employ these childish and meaningless tricks.


"If this is all he has for tonight, we might all be able to sleep easy tonight."


"Could it be that this is all he had and Great Minister overestimated him a little?" Duwu Sili finally spoke, a tinge of resentment in his tone. "This is only a teenager. It's not like he could have started learning the art of war and martial arts from the womb, right?"


Although he was somewhat unwilling to admit it, for the first time in his life, his Celestial Wolf's Divine Procession had encountered an opponent it could not defeat, and this was an opponent whose strength and cultivation level were lower than his own. For this to happen in front of Great Generals like Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje made Duwu Sili feel like he had lost all his dignity.


Dusong Mangpoje had his head lowered, and he slightly frowned at these words, but he said nothing.


"Haha, General's words are reasonable, but there is no harm in being cautious. It's better that we take precautions against any accidents."


Dalun Ruozan chuckled and did not attempt to retort.


Dalun Ruozan would never look down on an opponent who had defeated him once, but he didn't need to explain that to Duwu Sili.


"Great Minister, do you need me to join the patrols?" Dusong Mangpoje suddenly offered. "This way, if the Tang try anything, I can move out and cut off their retreat."


"There's no need!"


Dalun Ruozan's smile turned into a frown as he swiftly rejected Dusong Mangpoje's proposal. In the battle of the triangular gap, Dayan Mangban had been killed and Dusong Mangpoje's army of tens of thousands had been almost wiped out. Ever since that battle, Dusong Mangpoje had been anxious to get revenge, even prostrating in front of the Great Snow Mountain Holy Temple. Dalun Ruozan naturally understood what he was thinking, but now was not the time to make decisions based on emotion.


"A general should hold the center of the army. It is impossible to do everything personally. Leave these minor matters for your subordinates. Moreover, the Tang are crafty—both Wang Chong and Gao Xianzhi are skilled in schemes and deception. If they were to learn that you were taking part in the patrols, they could have you running around until you're completely exhausted, never giving you any time to rest. Then, when a battle occurs, your defeat will be assured."


Dalun Ruozan's expression was exceptionally grim.


Fire crackled in the tent as Dusong Mangpoje fell silent and finally gave a nod.


The darkness continued to deepen, with even the dim moonlight now fading. Fifteen minutes later, when Dalun Ruozan and the others were still discussing countermeasures in the tent, galloping came from the center of the Tibetan defense line.


"Who goes there?!"


Creaking could be heard as arrows were aimed into the darkness. The Tibetans were still at the ready, the sound of anyone approaching immediately triggering their reaction. Breaking through their defense line was no easy task.


"It's us! Don't attack!


"We were dispatched under Great General Duwu Sili's orders and have come to the Tibetan camp to report on the mission!"


A voice came out of the darkness, speaking in rather choppy Tibetan.


"A Western Turk?"


A hint of surprise flashed through the eyes of the sentries as they slowly loosened their bowstrings. Down below, a muscular and tanned Tibetan general also slowly sheathed his saber. They could clearly see in the light of the fire that the men opposite were wearing the armor of the Western Turks.


The Tibetan general swung down his arm and ordered, "Put down your bows! No one is allowed to fire without my order!" His vigilant eyes began to relax.


The Western Turks and Tibetans were allies. Although they had different languages, they shared a common enemy. If they started killing each other due to a misunderstanding, it would have a poor effect on the overall situation.


"Many thanks!" the 'Western Turk' shouted as he led his soldiers forward. No one noticed the smug smile on the lips of the 'Western Turk' leader.
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"Wait!"


As the 'Western Turks' approached, the Tibetan general standing under the sentry tower shouted at them to stop. At the same time, he turned and made a gesture to someone behind him. As the Tibetans looked on in confusion, a rider on a white horse rode out from the rear.


"Which cavalry group do you belong to? Do you have proof of the Great General's order? Do you have a token?"


A string of harsh questions spoken in Turkic left everyone dazed and dumb.


There was a Western Turk soldier in the Tibetan camp!


While the 'Western Turks' were still dazed, the soldier on the white horse seemed to notice something and jabbed out a finger. "Stop right there! Kill them!"


Thwishthwishthwish! A volley of arrows was instantly fired at the 'Western Turks'.


"Hahaha, this Dalun Ruozan is really impressive. He even took precautions against this.


"I have to give it to him, even placing Turks amongst the Tibetans. Brothers, retreat!"


Avoiding the volley of arrows, the 'Western Turks' rode away laughing. Once again, it was the Tang disguising themselves.


Far away from the Tibetan camp, a Tang soldier dressed in Turkic armor finally spoke. "General, this Dalun Ruozan is very hard to deal with!"


"If he were easy to deal with, how could he be called a wise minister? And Lord Marquis wouldn't need to personally devise a scheme and stir such a ruckus."


Cheng Sanyuan took off his helmet and laughed.


"This Dalun Ruozan has truly set up a watertight defense! If it's like this, it will be very difficult for us to achieve anything!" one of the Tang cavalry unwillingly said.


Disguising themselves as Turks to attack the Tibetans, exploiting the differences between the Turks and Tibetans, was an excellent idea. But they had not expected Dalun Ruozan to place actual Turks in his army to distinguish the true from the false, clearly in anticipation of this move.


To those Tang soldiers who did not understand Dalun Ruozan very well, they couldn't help but feel vexed by such a formidable adversary, feeling that their every move was being predicted. At this moment, they suddenly understood just how formidable their own marquis was.


"What do you have to be afraid of? Forget about him! He's just a commander who lost to Lord Marquis. No matter how formidable Dalun Ruozan is, could he be better than Lord Marquis?"


Cheng Sanyuan heartily laughed, caring little for the concern of his men.


"Let's go! We've finished our mission. The next mission is for Kong Zi-an and the others to handle."


The group soon galloped back to the distant Tang camp in Talas.


Bang!


A few moments after Cheng Sanyuan’s men took their leave, a disturbance broke out in the camp of the Western Turks.


A messenger rushed into the Tibetan commander tent. "Great Minister! We've just received word that the Tang disguised themselves as Turks and attempted to raid our camp."


Mere moments later, a Turk rushed into the tent. "Great General! An attempt was made to raid our camp! The Tang disguised themselves as Tibetans."


Dalun Ruozan received both these reports.


The other people in the tent all exchanged glances of surprise, and then they all turned to Dalun Ruozan. Dalun Ruozan had arranged for soldiers of each side to be placed in the camps of the other side. They hadn't thought much of this proposal at first, but they now realized that if Dalun Ruozan had not made these arrangements, the Tang would have succeeded.


One could only imagine what would have happened if the Tang dressed as Turks or Tibetans managed to get close to the camp under the guise of the Turko-Tibetan alliance.


"Great Minister is truly wise. Duwu Sili is utterly convinced!" Duwu Sili declared.


Only now was he truly convinced by the Great Minister of the Ngari Royal Lineage.


Dalun Ruozan silently smiled and then lowered his head, a contemplative look in his eyes.


Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje noticed this and asked in unison, "Great Minister, what's wrong?" Dalun Ruozan did not appear like he had succeeded in correctly guessing his opponent's moves.


"It's not easy to explain!" Dalun Ruozan's brows creased. "If Wang Chong had only made that one move at the start, I would have given everyone a frank smile and said that we could all rest easy tonight. But when he had his men wear the armor of our troops and try to raid our camps, this might seem within my predictions, but these two incidents together only make me more uneasy."


"Great Minister means that his movements were just to confuse us while he tries something else?" Duwu Sili said.


He was still one of the best Great Generals of the Western Turkic Khaganate, so he very quickly caught on to what Dalun Ruozan was implying.


"We can't know for sure right now, but I can guarantee that he hasn't shown everything. Since he's tried three times, he must have another move. But there's one thing I still don't get. How can he break the defenses I set up?" Dalun Ruozan said, a look of deep suspicion on his face.


Dalun Ruozan had set up a large number of bonfires on the perimeter of the camp, making it nearly impossible to approach the camp undiscovered. Moreover, Dalun Ruozan had stationed a Turkic soldier at each sentry tower, and the Western Turks had done the same with Tibetan soldiers.


That Wang Chong had tried twice despite failing was a problem in and of itself.


Both the Turkic and Tibetan camps were watertight, and the only way an enemy could get in was by forced entry. However, a night raid would never have many people, and a small group attempting to force its way through was suicide.


Dalun Ruozan couldn't comprehend what move Wang Chong would make next. Dalun Ruozan had contemplated this problem before and believed that even he would fail to break through such vigilant defenses.


The tent fell silent as everyone began to think.


"Haha, well, he might have Zhang Liang's plans, but I have my siege ladders1. Let's not worry about him. Huoshu Huicang, our men should start moving out. A gift needs to be reciprocated. Let's give him a pleasant surprise!"




Dalun Ruozan suddenly raised his head and smiled.


"Yes! Great Minister!"


Huoshu Huicang came to his senses, gave a slight bow, and left.


As Huoshu Huicang left the tent to issue the orders, something was going on at the northern side of the Tibetan camp.


Awoooo!


The mournful howl of a wolf echoed through the night sky, drifting into the distance.


"Listen! Even those beasts feel some emotion. Even they know to grieve for their comrades. In today's battle, the Tang killed a mountain of wolves, so many that we couldn't even count them!"


"Haaa, it wasn't just the wolves that died today. The Tang ballistae are too powerful. We and the Turks number one hundred and twenty thousand, but we lost forty thousand today, and these were all elites!"


Ten-some meters from a sentry post, two Tibetan soldiers were chatting.


"I finally understand how those Tang could hold out against the hundreds of thousands of Arab soldiers."


"The Great Tang commander is just too good. You saw what happened during the day. If it weren't for the Celestial Wolf Cavalry, the Mutri Great Cavalry, and the Great General of the Western Turks moving out, we would have faced an even more devastating loss, perhaps losing more than half our forces."


The battle during the day had been so gruesome that even now, this pair couldn't help but involuntarily shiver at the thought of it.


Tibetans were not timid folk, but that depended on who their opponent was. Far too many soldiers had gathered around the one city of Talas, all of them the elites of their side. For all these elites to die before the manifestations of death that were the ballistae left even the Tibetans quivering.


Swishswish!


As the two were chatting, they heard a strange noise, causing both of them to bolt up and see what was going on.


"Who is it?!"


One of them readied a bow and the other pulled out a scimitar as they looked to the source of the noise. Hwooo! The wind blew. In the firelight, the two saw an enormous wolf slowly walk past a sentry tower.


"Damn it!"


"It's one of the Turkic wolves!"


The two glanced at each other in embarrassment. Their commanders had long ago informed the soldiers that the Tang commander was extremely fond of night raids. Three alarms had been sounded since the passing of the Zi Period, and the Tang cavalry had tried to approach under disguise three times. The pair couldn't help but be on edge.


"Bastard things, what are you doing?"


As the two were feeling awkward, a Tibetan general suddenly swept forward in a gust of wind, his voice harsh and his eyes like swords.


"Didn't I have you go on patrol? If anything happens, it'll be on your head!"


"Yes, General!"


The pair quivered and hurriedly vanished into the darkness.


This night was bound to be a restless one.


……


As the darkness deepened, the winds grew colder.


If one looked down from the sky, one would see countless torches shining along the two steel defense lines in front of Talas, illuminating the darkness. They created a belt of light that protected the one hundred thousand Tang soldiers.


Gallop!


Galloping hooves broke the serenity. A cloud of dust rose outside the second defense line as countless figures on horseback rapidly approached the Tang fortifications.
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"Who goes there?!"


With a harsh shout, the deserted second defense line was suddenly covered in figures. Gears creaked as the dreadful Tang ballistae swiftly appeared on the walls, their sharp and savage bolts shining with a cold light in the darkness.


"Stop! We're on your side!" A voice came out of the darkness. "We received Lord Marquis's order to attack the Tibetans. The mission is complete and we are returning to report on the results!"


"Oh? How did it go?"


The Tang general on the second defense line appeared much more relaxed. The marquis truly had dispatched many groups of soldiers tonight to attack the Tibetans.


"That Dalun Ruozan is too formidable. We weren't even able to get close. We tried several times, but all of them failed, so we've come back to report," the person opposite replied, but though his horse slowed, it did not stop.


"That's true. The Tibetan Great Minister really is very capable. Even Cheng Sanyuan's group failed, much less your group."


The Great Tang general's face seemed unsurprised in the flickering light of the torches.


"But Lord Marquis has given his orders that everything should be done according to regulation. Dismount for now. The people in the rear will take care of the horses. Then, hand over your weapons and come inside!"


"Understood!"


The person nodded as he led his forces toward the steel walls.


Fifty steps, thirty steps!


They were getting closer and closer, but when they were still twenty-some steps away…


Twang!


Gears crunched and strings twanged as the ballistae fired. Before those men could react, several dozen of the 'returning soldiers' were shot through by the ballista bolts and dropped from their warhorses. Neeeigh! The warhorses cried as this group of soldiers was left dumbfounded by this abrupt attack.


"What are you doing?!"


A confused and furious voice came out of the darkness, utterly baffled that they would be attacked by their own side.


"Hahaha, still pretending?"


At this moment, the Tang general suddenly appeared in the gap between the steel walls, his right hand on the hilt of his sword.


"Lord Marquis only dispatched four groups of soldiers. The first three groups have already returned after completing their mission, while the fourth group hasn't even started their attack. Just how could they be coming back in failure? You should be a little smarter when choosing lies, Ti! Bet! An!"


The pauses between each syllable were bursting with ridicule.


Buzz!


For a moment, the 'Tang soldiers' on the other side were quiet. And then, this silence, this 'shock', transformed into an earth-shaking roar.


"Kill!"


"Kill them!"


"Kill all these Tang!"


Outside the steel walls, the 'shocked' Tang soldiers revealed their true identities, their brash shouts in Tibetan resounding into the distance. Boom! Their warhorses suddenly accelerated, shooting toward the second defense line like lightning bolts.


As they charged, these Tibetan elites reached under their horses and removed the large and thick shields they had prepared.


"Kiiill!"


When they cast aside all pretense, these Tibetans began to explode with a fierce killing intent. They charged, aiming particularly for the Tang ballistae.


Twangtwangtwang!


The ballistae rumbled as they madly fired off their bolts. However, without as much preparation, the ballistae were not as effective. Moreover, the Tibetan general leading the way had a storm of energy around him that was knocking away the bolts being fired at him.


"Charge!"


This Tibetan general pressed himself against his horse and charged forward with unbelievable speed, his sudden acceleration catching everyone's attention.


"Concentrated fire!"


As this order thundered in the air, the ballistae immediately fired as one at this Tibetan general. But there was only a boom and the whinny of a horse as it was felled. Before the ballistae had even fired, the Tibetan general had jumped off the horse and begun to travel on foot, appearing at the gap between the steel walls with remarkable speed.


The lights of the furnaces and torches clearly outlined the hard lines of this general's face. It was not Huoba Sangye, but just like Huoba Sangye, this man was a Saint Martial expert.


"Careful!!"


The Great Tang general roared, and countless soldiers immediately began to attack the Tibetan Saint Martial expert. But this Tibetan general cared not for their attacks, dodging them as he shot toward a ballista.


Bang!


The shapeless energy of laws emerged from the depths of space-time, gathering in the fist of Abu Sangji, a fierce general of Ü-Tsang's Yarlung Royal Lineage. Boom! Abu Sangji punched out at the large ballista, which briefly shook before immediately exploding into shrapnel.


It was like it had been made out of paper.


"Don't worry about them! Hurry and destroy their ballistae!" Abu Sangji fiercely bellowed. After destroying one ballista, he immediately moved to the next, ignoring the attacks of the Tang. A dauntless general of the Yarlung Royal Lineage, Abu Sangji had yet to reach the Brigadier General level of Huoba Sangye, but he was still an extremely formidable warrior.


The gap between him and Huoba Sangye was not large at all!


Although Dalun Ruozan's expedition to the west to attack the Tang seemed to be a personal venture that went against the Tsenpo's will, he actually had many supporters. Abu Sangji had come to serve Dalun Ruozan according to the will of the Yarlung King, and he had been closely following Dalun Ruozan this entire time.


The Great Tang ballistae were extremely sturdy as well as repairable, so only Metal element experts were capable of totally destroying them. This was why Dalun Ruozan had sent him on this night raid.


The Tang army at Talas was currently bursting with experts and elite Tang generals. They could arrive at any moment, so not even Abu Sangji could act recklessly. Time was short, so Abu Sangji needed to destroy the ballistae as quickly as possible.


This was the true purpose of the night raid. After all, killing several hundred to a thousand Tang guards out of an army of one hundred thousand was like pouring a cup of water on a burning cart.


Roooar!


"Kill!"


With Abu Sangji leading the way, the Tibetan cavalry braved all sorts of attacks to force their way through the second defense line. None of them stayed to fight, all of them heading straight for the ballistae behind the defense line. Boom! A Tibetan soldier rushed to a ballista and swung his fist down, smashing it into pieces.


"Enemy!"


Cries of warning resounded over the night sky as wave after wave of Tang warriors rushed in. The wisdom in attacking after the Zi Period became evident, because even though Talas and its environs played host to more than one hundred thousand Tang soldiers, the vast majority of them were asleep, which was necessary for the battle tomorrow morning. Thus, not many soldiers were immediately available to rush to the site of the attack.


But despite this, the number of Tang soldiers available was still greater than the number of Tibetans attacking. Wave after wave of cavalry rushed in, their weapons gleaming in the firelight.


"Hurry!" Abu Sangji roared.


The innumerable Tibetan cavalry pushed through the gap in the walls, forcing their way to the ballistae. The soldiers Abu Sangji had brought were all special soldiers with a Metal element ability. Although they differed in the strength of this ability, they could all deal maximum damage to the Tang ballistae.


Bangbangbang!


One, two, three… in a few short moments, Abu Sangji had destroyed ten-some ballistae. Meanwhile, his thousands of Tibetan cavalry had divided into two groups. One group used their shields to hold back the Tang while the other group did its utmost to attack the Tang ballistae.


Although these people were weaker than Abu Sangji, their greater numbers meant that they were able to destroy at least seventy Tang ballistae in the same period of time. Pieces of the destroyed ballistae were soon raining down from the skies.


One hundred, two hundred… This group of elite Tibetan cavalry had only begun the attack a few moments ago, but as their goal was very clear, they quickly managed to destroy nearly three hundred ballistae. To the Tang army, which only had around three thousand ballistae in all, this was an enormous loss, one that was only getting worse.


However, the Tibetans were also paying an enormous price…


"Ah!"


Wretched screams filled the air. More than one thousand Tibetan elites had died behind the second defense line. Too many Tang soldiers were pouring in, and each Tibetan horseman had to contend against four or five soldiers at the same time. Even though they were elite soldiers wearing the best armor, they were still incapable of blocking so many attacks.


Swishswishswish! Sabers and swords found their way through the chinks in the Tibetan armor. Clean swords would stab in through the front and come out the back, dripping blood. Their eyes going wide, the Tibetans made strange gurgling sounds before dropping to the ground. The blood flowed from their bodies, seeping into the earth and dyeing it red. A thick mist of blood rapidly began to rise over the battlefield.


It took only a few moments for more than half of the Tibetan raiding force to be killed, but Abu Sangji did not care.
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"Wonderful!"


Abu Sangji's heart was bubbling with excitement. As of this moment, his troops had currently destroyed more than four hundred Tang ballistae, an almost unthinkable harvest. It had to be noted that a ballista force of this size was easily capable of vanquishing five to six thousand Tibetan cavalry in a single volley. If they were allowed to continue exerting their power on the battlefield, the losses would be unimaginable.


A price must be paid for a result. If we can destroy the Tang ballistae, it doesn't even matter if all of us die! Abu Sangji quietly said to himself, showing no pity for the slain Tibetans.


Night raids had always been risky operations in which there was a chance of no return. Those who survived were lucky while those who died were reasonable losses. The crucial point was achieving the strategic objective.


"Get ready, retreat!"


More and more Tang soldiers were showing up, and each ballista was now heavily guarded. In this situation, it was now very difficult to destroy a ballista, so Abu Sangji gave the order to retreat without hesitation. Bang! In a twinkling, Abu Sangji had charged twenty steps, the golden Stellar Energy of the Saint Martial realm exploding around him. "Aaaah!" Thirty-some Tang soldiers screamed as they were thrown into the air, bleeding copiously from the heavy wounds Abu Sangji had inflicted on them.


"Run!"


Abu Sangji turned his head and shouted at the surrounded Tibetan cavalry. After doing this, he made a flying leap, stealing a Tang warhorse and immediately charging east, out of the second defense line.


Abu Sangji could already see that the gate of Talas had opened and that the Vice Protector-General of the Anxi Protectorate army, Cheng Qianli, was riding toward him. Cheng Qianli was a peak Brigadier General and one of the strongest men in the entire Tang army, meaning that Abu Sangji was no match for him. Even if Abu Sangji wanted to squeeze a little more out of this night raid, he was now compelled to retreat.


His reaction was very fast, and in mere moments, he and his stolen warhorse had ridden through the gap between the walls.


"All soldiers, hear my order! Do not delay, and retreat as quickly as possible!" Abu Sangji bellowed. This raid had turned out much better than he expected, with nearly five hundred ballistae destroyed. If they repeated this raid a few more times, the Tang ballistae would be finished. All that was needed was to return back to camp to achieve total success.


"Hyah!"


Abu Sangji poured all his Saint Martial Stellar Energy into the horse, galloping into the dark night at a breathtaking speed. Ten zhang, twenty zhang—Abu Sangji broke away from the battle in the blink of an eye. When he was around sixty meters from the second defense line, on the verge of completely getting away, he suddenly spotted a figure.


This figure was tall and slender. He was quietly standing in the night wind, his hair blowing in the breeze. He exuded an air of ease and confidence, of farsightedness that had a grasp over the entire situation. More importantly, when Abu Sangji saw him, he suddenly had a strange feeling that this man had predicted his escape route and had been waiting for him!


"Who goes there?!"


Abu Sangji's eyes widened as he called out in surprise.


"Haha, the one who is going to kill you!"


A gentle chuckle came out of the darkness, bursting with the vigor of youth. Bang! Before Abu Sangji could react, the images of a sun and moon suddenly sprang from the slender figure's shoulders, bizarre to the extreme. In an instant, Abu Sangji felt an intense danger.


"Mabo Fist of the Sun!"


Abu Sangji immediately used his most powerful technique. His body immediately exploded with an exuberant golden light that made Abu Sangji appear as a god. At this moment, Abu Sangji was bright and blazing, a sun forged from gold and steel, and in the middle of the sun was an enormous and majestic mountain range.


The Great Mabo Mountain!


This was the Demon Mother Mountain of the Ü-Tsang Empire, said in Tibetan myths to be the manifestation of the Great Demon Mother. Unlike the other Royal Lineages, the people of the Yarlung Royal Lineage worshiped the Mother of All Demons, the Great Demon Mother, and the Mabo Fist of the Sun was one of the strongest techniques of the Yarlung Royal Lineage.


Boom!


Abu Sangji and his horse were a blazing meteor shooting toward that figure, but at this moment, Abu Sangji heard a chuckle at his ear.


"Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art!"


Boom! Sixty meters from the second defense line, in the night sky, the two figures crashed against each other. Time and space seemed to freeze for a brief moment, and then a fierce gale raged, sweeping as far as sixty-some meters, thundering and hammering against the steel walls.


This heaven-shaking battle began with great ferocity, but it ended very quickly. In the blink of an eye, the battle between Saint Martial experts was over.


Wang Chong, dressed in leisure clothes, had a steely hand locked around Abu Sangji's neck. This fierce general of the Yarlung Royal Lineage was like a strung-up duck, hanging powerlessly in the air. Through the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art, a continuous stream of Saint Martial energy was flowing into Wang Chong's body.


Wang Chong's strength swelled as Abu Sangji weakened like a deflating balloon. His muscular body began to wrinkle and dry like an orange skin.


"Evil… evil art!"


Abu Sangji's eyes were wide open in fear. In his battlefield career, he had always been fearless and unwilling to retreat. He was even willing to die on the battlefield with no regrets. But what had happened to him just now exceeded the bounds of common sense. There was no doubt that this was one of those terrifying evil arts.


Wang Chong only snorted, giving no explanation.


"Too weak!"


With these words, Wang Chong faintly smiled and broke Abu Sangji's neck. Having finished absorbing Abu Sangji's energy, Wang Chong tossed him aside like a punctured bag. Wang Chong's strength had once more increased.


"Saint Martial Tier 6 is still not enough! I originally thought that Dalun Ruozan would send a Brigadier General, but it seems that he's more cautious than I imagined!"


At his current level of strength, and as long as his opponent was not a supreme Great General, Wang Chong didn't even need to use the Godking Yama to kill his foes. One Abu Sangji was far from being his match.


"Lord Marquis!"


As Wang Chong slowly collected himself, Sun Zhiming and a few others rode over to him and dismounted.


Wang Chong raised his head and asked, "How is it?"


Sun Zhiming bowed and said, "We've killed more than three thousand, but the rest managed to escape. This wave of Tibetans was quite special. They were extremely strong. Dalun Ruozan seems to have carefully planned this out. If Lord Marquis had not seen through his plans and made precautions, we might have suffered devastating losses."


Sun Zhiming felt sincere admiration for Wang Chong. At Deflecting Blade Manor, everyone regarded Wang Chong as a god and looked forward to the day they could fight alongside him on the battlefield. But only on the battlefield did Sun Zhiming realize just how formidable Wang Chong really was. They had so many people surrounding the Tibetans, but they had only managed to kill around three thousand and even let some get away.


If Wang Chong had not prepared for such an assault, all the ballistae might have ended up destroyed and the Tibetans might have been able to escape nearly unscathed.


When exchanging blows with a legendary figure like Dalun Ruozan, one had to commit all their strength and not show the slightest neglect. This was not a figure that someone like Sun Zhiming could handle. Amongst the Tang army at Talas, only Wang Chong could exchange blows with him, block his attacks, and suppress him.


Sun Zhiming lowered his head and inwardly praised, Lord Marquis is even more powerful than the rumors we heard at Deflecting Blade Manor!


"Very good. Don't worry about the ones that escaped. Tell Xue Qianjun to have the pursuing soldiers retreat," Wang Chong indifferently said. "Besides that, what is Li Siye's situation?"


"Yes, Lord Marquis. General Li and his men have smoothly completed their infiltration. There is no turmoil from the Tibetans, so they probably haven't noticed yet. But based on the time, General Li should be moving soon!" Sun Zhiming sternly answered.


In this night raid, Sun Zhiming, Cheng Sanyuan, and Kong Zi-an were merely smokescreens, bait. Li Siye's group was the true attacking force.


Boom!


As if in response to Sun Zhiming's words, an enormous explosion suddenly came from the direction of the Tibetan camp. A bonfire was tossed into the air by Stellar Energy, transforming into a massive firework that served as a beacon and drew everyone's attention.


"They've begun!" Sun Zhiming blurted out.


The explosion was like a signal, and the Tibetan camp immediately burst into an uproar of fighting. Countless Tibetans poured out from where the firework had risen.


"Dalun Ruozan, you're still just a little lacking."


Wang Chong faintly smiled and turned his head.


"Sun Zhiming, pass on my order. Tell Chen Burang that he can begin."


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Sun Zhiming took off with the order. Not long after he left, a massive boulder shrieked through the darkness, drawing a massive arc in the air as it flew toward the Tibetan camp. The firing of this stone from the catapult opened the curtain on this three-sided night battle.


In the distance, the boulder crashed, throwing the Tibetan camp into chaos.
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"What's going on! What happened?"


The sounds of fighting caused Dalun Ruozan in the commander tent to bolt to his feet, his face suddenly paling


The group he had sent to raid the Tang ballistae had been dispatched, but before they had even returned, their own camp had come under attack. What made Dalun Ruozan most uneasy was that he had already taken so many precautions, yet despite all the sounds of fighting and all the fire, he had still not received any reports from the messengers.


Given the arrangements Dalun Ruozan had made, such a thing was absolutely impossible!


"Great Minister! It's an enemy attack! The Tang have attacked the camp!" A panicked Tibetan soldier rushed into the tent.


"The number? Direction? Cavalry or infantry? Why have there been no reports? What of the sentries? Why has there been no reaction from the sentries?" Dalun Ruozan sternly said, almost instinctively overcome by an ill foreboding.


"Great Minister! We have no estimate of their numbers, nor do we know which direction they are attacking from. The camp is currently in chaos. All we know is that the Tang have attacked, but we have no clue where they are!" the Tibetan soldier anxiously reported.


"What!"


Dalun Ruozan grimaced. He immediately strode past the iron table and charged out of the tent. Behind him, Dusong Mangpoje and Huoshu Huicang exchanged glances before pursuing him.


Whoosh!


A fierce gust of wind blew a trail of embers toward the emerging Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang, gleaming for a brief moment before extinguishing in the air. A howl in the air told Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang to look up, but all they saw was a large black silhouette flying over their heads before it smashed into the campgrounds behind them.


"Aaaah!" Screams filled the air as a blazing fire exploded from the impact of the boulder, sending embers everywhere.


Catapults!


As this thought flitted through Dalun Ruozan's mind, his face contorted.


"What's going on?" Dusong Mangpoje walked up on Dalun Ruozan's right side, his expression extremely grim. "Didn't we already push the camp back so that it was beyond the range of catapults? Why can the Tang catapults fire so far that they can even hit the rear of the camp?"


All of them had witnessed the power of the Great Tang's steel catapults during the daytime. Almost all the catapults the Arabs and Tibetans had brought had been destroyed, so when setting up camp for the night, Dalun Ruozan had explicitly taken measures against this. Besides the sentries, eighty percent of the army had been moved beyond the firing range of the catapults.


Yet hundreds of boulders were now raining down across the entire Tibetan camp. This was definitely not normal.


"Because they moved the catapults forward!" Dalun Ruozan said. The unease in his heart had finally been realized. Only now had Wang Chong revealed his true hand.


The steel catapults could not reach the camp from the walls of Talas. He could guarantee that Wang Chong had moved those catapults out of Talas and to an area extremely far from his base. This was the only way those steel catapults could attack the Tibetan camp.


These catapults were so far away from their base that they were assuredly easy to destroy, but the complete darkness served as the best cover. Not even Dalun Ruozan had expected Wang Chong to employ such a move.


He now understood why he had yet to receive any reports from his soldiers.


"Sentries! Where are the sentries? The Tang have attacked, so why has there been no news?" Dalun Ruozan harshly asked.


Although the catapult rain made a large commotion, it was mostly sound and fury, while the actual damage was fairly limited. Even though many Tibetans might have died in the chaos, Dalun Ruozan knew that these catapults were not the true assault. They were just a cover, while the true assault force was a group of Tang infiltrators.


However, Dalun Ruozan had already planned for this. If the sentries were attacked, he would have already received word. As of this moment, he was still confused as to what had gone wrong.


"Reporting to Great Minister: there are no signs of enemies from this side!"


"Reporting to Great Minister: there are no signs of enemies from this side!"


"Reporting to Great Minister: there are no signs of enemies from this side!"


The reports from the sentries arrived one after the other. Even in the chaos, the communication system Dalun Ruozan had established remained effective. However, he was dumbfounded by the fact that despite all the screams and chaos, the sentries on the perimeter were reporting that they did not see any sign of Tang cavalry.


"How is this possible?"


Dusong Mangpoje and Huoshu Huicang looked at the fire around them and exchanged glances. Even though there was no firm evidence, their Great General intuition had arrived at the same conclusion as Dalun Ruozan: a group of Tang soldiers was attempting to infiltrate the camp.


But the news from the sentries was in complete contradiction to this news.


"Ah!"


The screams continued to rise and fall, and in the darkness and chaos, it was impossible to distinguish the clashing of weapons from the falling of boulders. From a strategic perspective, even the best Great Generals were useless in this situation.


"Great Minister! I will go and investigate!" Huoshu Huicang suddenly announced, and before anyone could even react, he was gone.


"Great Minister, I will also go and investigate." Mere moments later, Dusong Mangpoje took off as well, vanishing in another direction before Dalun Ruozan could voice even a word of refusal. Though they could not see through Wang Chong's schemes, as Imperial Great Generals, they had their own ways of distinguishing the truth.


Peak Saint Martial Great Generals didn't need very long to make a circuit of the camp, even a very large one.


"Great Minister! Do you need me to go as well?"


Duwu Sili walked out from the tent as he spoke. Few people noticed that one of the Turkic messengers at his side had silently taken his leave.


The Great Tang's assault had been extremely abrupt and shrewd, causing Duwu Sili to worry about his own soldiers. Thus, when Dalun Ruozan had left the commander tent, Duwu Sili had remained to wait for news. However, based on what he had heard, the Great Tang had chosen the Tibetans as its target, which he had to admit was good news for the Western Turks.


"There's no need!"


Dalun Ruozan immediately refused. Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje were enough. If another incident cropped up when all three Great Generals were gone, there would be no force left to respond.


"Someone! Pass on my order! If any area comes under attack, report it to me immediately!"


Then, as Duwu Sili watched in surprise, Dalun Ruozan lowered his head, stretched out a finger, and began to draw a map on the ground. It took only a glance for Duwu Sili to recognize what it was.


A map of the Tibetan camp!


……


"Shit, an enemy attack!"


"The Great General has ordered all soldiers to go and help!"


Around the middle of the Tibetan perimeter, ten-some Tibetan soldiers were rushing in panic and alarm out of the chaos, toward the sentries.


"What! Where?"


A Tibetan guard standing beneath a sentry post had been vigilantly scanning the surroundings when he heard the cries of alarm and turned to look.


"Over there!"


The Tibetan horseman leading the panicked soldiers pointed at a direction where a boulder just happened to be crashing down. As it landed, fire shot into the air and screams filled the sky.


"Follow me!"


With no time to think, the Tibetan general in charge of the area pulled out his saber and gathered his troops, leading the way toward where the boulder had landed. But as his horse passed by the horses of the panicked soldiers, squelch! A sharp sword pierced through the general's body and out his back.


The general's plate armor was so thick that not even the best Arabian sabers could cut through it, but this sword had stabbed through it like it was made of paper.


Time seemed to stop for a moment. The surrounding Tibetan soldiers were all shocked and infuriated by this abrupt scene.


"Milord!"


"Bastard, you dared to attack Milord!"


"Kill them!"


No one had expected that their 'comrades' who had been seeking their help would turn and attack them. Clangclangclang! The Tibetan soldiers pulled out their weapons and charged at their so-called comrades.


But the most shocked of all was still the Tibetan general. The suddenness of the attack had caught him completely off guard.


"You… you aren't our men at all!"


In the final moment, it was the Tibetan general who was the most clear-minded. He was shocked and dazed, but even more furious.


Boom!


With the sword thrust through him, the Tibetan general exploded with boundless Stellar Energy. Even though he was injured, this Tibetan general was still a formidable existence.


"Die for me!" The Tibetan general's eyes shone with a cold and fierce light. Even if he had to die, he would make his foe suffer.


But this Tibetan general's final blow was welcomed by an even more powerful and boundless Sword Qi. With a strength that could sunder mountains, the sword cut off the general's head.


"Kill them!"


Huang Botian didn't even pay the general a second glance. Given his strength and the advantage of his ambush, he could easily deal with this sort of Tibetan general.
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Bang!


The moment Huang Botian gave the order, the ten-some 'Tibetan soldiers' behind him pulled out their Wootz Steel swords and lunged at the Tibetan sentries with savage looks in their eyes. Swishswishswish! Gleaming blood splattered everywhere as the Tibetan sentries fell to their swords. The Wushang Cavalry were the only force on the Tang side capable of so speedily dispatching Tibetans, and their Wootz Steel swords cut through the Tibetan plate armor like it wasn't even there. Although Huang Botian's men were outnumbered, their teamwork, strength, and equipment were all superior.


In the blink of an eye, the corpses of Tibetans lay scattered around the sentry tower. Only the best of the best could take part in this night raid, so the battle ended much faster than usual. A few moments later, only Huang Botian and his Tang soldiers were left standing on the field.


"Go!"


Huang Botian glanced at his surroundings before immediately leading away his disguised Tang elites in another direction.


The Tibetans were reacting very quickly. Even though the catapults were providing cover, raining hundreds of boulders down on the camp and creating mayhem, the battle around the sentry tower had still attracted the attention of many Tibetans. Their horse hooves thundered against the earth.


"Enemy attack! Someone has attacked a sentry tower!"


"Follow me! Reinforce the sentry tower!"


"Tang! It must be the Tang! Come with me to kill them all!"


Galloping horses and running infantry quickly arrived, but Huang Botian had already left. The strike had been too abrupt and the battle had concluded too swiftly, so by the time the Tibetans arrived, all they saw were corpses.


"Everyone, follow me! Don't fall behind!" Huang Botian harshly warned. "Remember Lord Marquis's words. Dalun Ruozan is extremely smart and an excellent tactician. From the moment we began to attack the sentry post, he began to calculate our position. We cannot remain in one place for very long!"


While Li Siye was in charge of this operation, all of them understood that the true planner was Wang Chong back at camp.


"Understood!" his soldiers replied.


In this night raid targeted at the Tibetans, the Tibetans were in an extremely passive position. Probably not even Dalun Ruozan had realized that everything was under Wang Chong's control. The feigned attacks at the start, the real attack at the end, and Dalun Ruozan's calculation ability—Wang Chong had accounted for all of it. Dalun Ruozan might not know it, but he had already lost this battle.


"Kill!"


A few moments later, the din of fighting once more filled the air, but this time, it was at a sentry post nearly one thousand zhang away. With proper focus, one would realize that Huang Botian's group was not choosing targets randomly. Each target was extremely far away from the one before and seemed to have been selected according to some sort of guideline.


If one looked down from the skies, one would realize that there were spots of fighting cropping up all across the Tibetan camp, each one connected with the others.


Meanwhile, back behind the hills, in front of the Tibetan commander tent, Dalun Ruozan was half-kneeling on the ground, his slender finger constantly scratching on the ground. As he murmured and furrowed his brow, his eyes were constantly glimmering. All the information was being gathered around him, with each point of attack being marked out on the map he was drawing out on the ground.


The map of the campgrounds was now packed with symbols and marks, which were only increasing in number.


Dalun Ruozan was like an unmoving statue, but his mind was whirring with activity. At this moment, the Celestial Wolf Great General Duwu Sili stood silently behind him, not daring to disturb him.


Even Duwu Sili was astonished at the level of ability Dalun Ruozan had displayed. A wise minister like Dalun Ruozan was hardly worth anything as a martial artist, but he stood upon yet another summit which normal people could only look up to in admiration, and he faced challenges of a completely different level of difficulty.


In the domain of strategists, martial strength was almost useless, while a mind for scheming and calculation would play a decisive role. In this domain, Dalun Ruozan undoubtedly qualified as a Great General.


"Found it!"


A fierce light suddenly exploded from Dalun Ruozan's eyes, and as he raised his head, his creased brow finally relaxed.


"Someone! Call General Huoba Sangye over! Have him immediately take his troops here!"


Clang! Dalun Ruozan flourished his sword and stabbed it deep into the northeast corner of the map.


"Wang Chong! I underestimated you, but this game is far from over!"


Dalun Ruozan's robes blew in the wind as he glared at the map with a terrifying expression. He now had a basic grasp of Wang Chong's plan. There were twenty-some groups running around making trouble, but these were only feints meant to confuse his judgment. The primary force was stationed in the northeast corner. Dalun Ruozan had also concluded that a significant portion of this attack force was made up of Wushang Cavalry, as only soldiers of this level were capable of completing this mission.


And the person commanding these Wushang Cavalry was probably that fierce Tang general known as Li Siye.


By dispatching Huoba Sangye and the Mutri Great Cavalry, he could surround the raiding force and alter the course of this battle.


"Huoba Sangye, remember, advance along this direction. Don't get discovered and cover their retreat paths. I want to get them in one fell swoop."


A muscular figure had appeared in front of Dalun Ruozan. Dalun Ruozan took his sword off the ground and drew out an 'S' on the map.


"Understood!"


Huoba Sangye lowered his head to take a glance, then quickly strode away.


"Great Minister! I will go as well!" Duwu Sili said vigorously as he stepped forward.


Dalun Ruozan hesitated a moment before giving a nod. "Mm!"


In this clash, the Tibetans had already lost the initiative. Only through a thunderous blow could they reverse their fortunes and turn victory into defeat.



Thwish! In a flash, Duwu Sili was gone.


……


With the three Great Generals gone and the Mutri Great Cavalry moving out, a killing intent began to spread through the darkness, enveloping the Tang raiding force like a net.


Dalun Ruozan's intelligence was incredibly difficult to fathom. Even though there was no evidence and no reports of attack had been received from the northeast corner of the camp, Dalun Ruozan's judgment was correct. At this moment, this area was a field of intense combat.


If one looked carefully, one could see that thousands of Tibetan corpses covered the ground. In the center of this area, four thousand elite Tang soldiers wearing Tibetan armor had divided into orderly groups and were wreaking havoc on the Tibetans.


Wherever the soldiers passed, mayhem ensued, the Tibetan soldiers being cut down like weeds. Messengers, generals, and officers—all Tibetan soldiers related to passing on information—were important targets of their assaults. As a result, despite the large-scale and fierce fighting, no reports had been delivered from this section.


"All soldiers, hear my order! After ten seconds, all soldiers should withdraw!" Li Siye's voice rose from the center of the army. He grasped his massive Wootz Steel sword with both hands and swung it at the ground. Booom! A magnificent Sword Qi ten-some zhang tall swept through the air, exploding upon the charging Tibetan cavalry.


"Ah!"


The burst of energy sent ten-some Tibetan cavalry screaming through the air, while six more were cleaved open, their blood raining down over a radius of ten-some zhang. In the face of an expert like Li Siye, Tibetan soldiers of this level were far too weak.


"Kiiill!"


Shouts poured out of the darkness as Tibetans charged in from all sides. A group of soldiers twenty-some zhang away from Li Siye charged past him and into the darkness while another group of soldiers fought alongside Li Siye's 'friendly soldiers', charging at the Tibetan army opposite…


The Tibetan armor worn by Li Siye's men played a crucial role. In the darkness, the Tibetans could only hear shouting and were incapable of differentiating friend from foe. It should have been that Tibetans were shorter than people of the Central Plains, making them easy to distinguish from each other, but Dalun Ruozan's troops were the best of the elite and were thus much taller and larger than ordinary Tibetans. Their physiques were scarcely different from the Han.


And as for the characteristic blush of those who lived on the Tibetan Plateau, it was obscured by the darkness, and the light of the bonfires even cast a similar blush upon the Tang soldiers.


In this situation, the Tibetans could not tell friend from foe, throwing the entire army into chaos.
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Though Li Siye's men had encountered nothing but victory, Li Siye did not feel relaxed. On the contrary, his expression grew even more stern and tense.


"Remember! In this night raid against Dalun Ruozan, you can't get careless. Even if you have the catapults covering your attack, even if you have the Tibetan armor and have twenty teams running around making trouble and disrupting his judgment, someone of Dalun Ruozan's abilities can't be delayed for long. Moreover, the Tibetans and Western Turks have three Great Generals. Thus, the moment the time comes, you must immediately retreat without the slightest delay!"


As the winds howled around him, Li Siye recalled Wang Chong's orders, which he had emphasized time and time again.


Battles between experts could be decided in seconds. In this exchange between Wang Chong and Dalun Ruozan, the slightest delay could result in a completely different result. A competition of schemes and intelligence was different from a competition of martial arts. There were no explosions, no gleaming of swords and sabers, but it was far more dangerous.


Whether in victory or defeat, a clash of martial arts might result in hundreds of people dying or being injured, but a clash of schemes could result in the loss of thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, perhaps even millions. No martial art could achieve such results.


Not even a general like Li Siye had the ability to intervene in this kind of clash. All he could do was faithfully carry out each of Wang Chong's orders.


Neigh!


Li Siye continued to lead his army in wreaking havoc amongst the Tibetans. In a few short moments, thousands more Tibetans had fallen. But at the most intense moment of fighting, Li Siye glanced at the sky and immediately gave the order.


"Withdraw!"


With this shout, the four-thousand-some Tang elites, as well as the twenty-some raiding teams spread out through the Tibetan camp, suddenly pulled on their reins and began to gallop toward the second Tang defense line.


So abrupt was this scene that the Tibetans were left dumbstruck.


"After them!!"


A few moments later, they finally came to their senses and began to chase after them.


But the distant Li Siye and his men seemed to have already predicted this.


"Cutting Formation!"


They turned around and scattered the Tibetans into disarray before continuing their retreat to the Tang camp.



Boom!


Moments after Li Siye had gone, a force of cavalry armored in gold and red rode out from the fire.


"Damn it! A step too slow!"


Huoba Sangye clenched his fists as he glared at the retreating Tang army. Following Dalun Ruozan's orders, he had done his utmost to reach this area as quickly as possible, but these Tang seemed to have predicted this and already started to retreat. Huoba Sangye found this unbearable, like he had punched at empty air.


"Milord, what do we do?!" one of the Mutri Great Cavalry beside him asked.


Huoba Sangye said nothing, a thoughtful look in his eyes. According to Dalun Ruozan's plans, they should have entered a fierce battle with the enemy forces, but it was clear that Dalun Ruozan's calculations had been off. He needed to make his own decision now.


Buzz!


As he was thinking, he felt a strange sensation and turned his head. A powerful energy was rapidly approaching from the northwest. Phweeeet! A long whistle shrieked through the air.


"This is… the Celestial Wolf Great General of the Western Turks!"


Huoba Sangye's pupils constricted as he recognized this man. But Duwu Sili clearly paid them no attention, keeping his body pressed against his horse as he galloped past the Mutri Great Cavalry and into the darkness.


"Where are you running!"


Everyone could hear Duwu Sili's roar of anger!


"Go! Follow him!"


Huoba Sangye's eyes flashed as he made his decision. The five-thousand-some Mutri Great Cavalry galloped off in pursuit.


……


"General! What do we do? It's the Celestial Wolf Great General!" A Wushang horseman suddenly spoke, his eyes brimming with anxiety.


Duwu Sili's roar had traveled very far, and more importantly, they could all sense Duwu Sili's storm of energy approaching with the speed of a lightning bolt.


At this speed, Duwu Sili would catch up in no time. Being caught by an elite Imperial Great General was certain to be a disaster of unimaginable proportions.


"There's no need to worry!"


Li Siye smiled, his expression relaxed.


"Lord Marquis predicted all of this. Everyone, continue with the plan!"


With these words, Li Siye urged his horse to move even faster.


……


"Hmph! Do you think you can escape?"


In the deep darkness, Duwu Sili rode his divine Turkic steed in hot pursuit, his eyes shining with a scorching light. If one looked carefully, one could even see the anger surging within them.


Duwu Sili had left right after Huoba Sangye, but unlike Huoba Sangye, he could have gone straight to the scene. With his Great General strength, he should have arrived before Huoba Sangye, but reality proved otherwise. This was because when Duwu Sili walked out of the Tibetan commander tent, he noticed fire rising from his own camp. At some point, Wang Chong's catapults had begun to target the Turkic camp. Duwu Sili was beginning to receive more and more reports on the matter.


He had even received news that the Tibetans had attacked his camp and the two sides were fighting against each other.


Duwu Sili was anxious to deal with the Tang raiders, but he could not do so with all these pressing issues. However, by the time he arrived at his camp, the catapults had stopped firing and all the urgent reports had stopped. The only issue left was the Turks fighting with the Tibetans.


Duwu Sili felt like he had been toyed with.


As one of the best Great Generals of the Western Turkic Khaganate, Duwu Sili had never been so disgraced. This was the reason for his inextinguishable anger.


"No matter where you run, the only thing awaiting you is death!"


Duwu Sili's body was seething with killing intent that rose to the heavens. To Duwu Sili, killing a force of four to five thousand Tang soldiers was as easy as flipping his palm. But in the middle of this pursuit, the Tang force suddenly scattered like panicked birds.


"!!!"


Duwu Sili immediately felt his heart drop. He did not think that the Tang raiding force would scatter. Even as a Great General, Duwu Sili could not chase down each of the fleeing Tang cavalry.


"Damn it!"


Duwu Sili clenched his fists, his body boiling with rage. For a moment, he did not know what to choose, but then his eyes turned cold as he locked onto that giant figure in front.


"I'll kill you first, and then the others!"


Duwu Sili urged his horse to gallop toward Li Siye. Li Siye's figure was far too tall and muscular, his more than two meters of height extremely obvious. During the day, Duwu Sili had taken note of this leader of the Wushang Cavalry. If he could kill this commander who wielded that giant sword, he would be dealing a severe blow to the Great Tang cavalry.


"Die for me!"


Shouting, Duwu Sili and his horse leapt into the air as he used the Celestial Wolf's Divine Procession. From a distance, Duwu Sili seemed like a shooting star, approaching Li Siye at astonishing speeds. Li Siye might have been the commander of the Wushang Cavalry, but he was still a far cry from an elite Imperial Great General like Duwu Sili.


Boom!


Duwu Sili slashed with his sword, unleashing a radiant Sword Qi ten-some zhang long. Even Li Siye seemed insignificant before this thunderous strike.


"Not good!"


Li Siye felt an intense danger behind him, and his heart sank as he smelled the stench of death. He was pushing his Ferghana steed as fast as it could go, but he had not expected this move from Duwu Sili. The sharpness and speed of this move were unavoidable.


But just when Li Siye was about to close his eyes and wait for death, a soft and jeering chuckle rang out in the darkness.


"Celestial Wolf Great General, I was waiting a long time for you!"


A massive stream of energy suddenly exploded out of the void. Before Li Siye could even react, dreadful Sword Qi of the peak Saint Martial realm swept past Li Siye and smashed into Duwu Sili.


Rumble!


The air was awash with light and Sword Qi, fierce winds sweeping in every direction. Two supreme Great Generals clashed on this open plain, and Li Siye couldn't help but mentally gasp at the power in their collision.


Gao Xianzhi!


In all of the Great Tang's northwest, the only person who could singlehandedly fend off Duwu Sili was probably Gao Xianzhi.


"Damn it! It's you!"


Duwu Sili's eyes narrowed, crackling with lightning as he stared at the figure standing across from him.
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Gao Xianzhi's appearance had been too timely. From the start of this raid until now, Duwu Sili felt like he was being hemmed in from every direction. Although his opponent had been different every time, he felt like he could faintly make out the same face behind each of them.


The mere thought of that youthful individual left Duwu Sili feeling vexed and irritable.


This was a contest of two different kinds of power, intelligence and strength, and in this contest, Duwu Sili was unquestionably at the disadvantage.


"Duwu Sili, you're still an Irkin of the Western Turks, a Great General of Mount Sanmi. Isn't it a little shameful to chase down a single general?"


Gao Xianzhi stood in the darkness, a hand on his sword and a scornful smile on his lips.


"Gao Xianzhi, I won't mince words with you. Since you've appeared, I can't bother chasing him down. Let's meet again on the battlefield!"


Duwu Sili suppressed his killing intent, gave one last glare, and turned his horse back around.


Battles between Great Generals were often incredibly exhausting and time-consuming. Now that Gao Xianzhi had shown up, Duwu Sili understood that there was no need to continue the fight. Without the slightest delay, he vanished into the darkness.


Gao Xianzhi smiled as he watched Duwu Sili leave, making no attempt to stop him.


Not long after Duwu Sili left, Cheng Qianli emerged from behind Gao Xianzhi, his hand pressed against the hilt of his sword.


"Milord, it really was as Wang Chong predicted. The Great General Dalun Ruozan sent really was Duwu Sili!"


"Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje are both Great Generals of Ü-Tsang and have very close relationships to Dalun Ruozan. Their every move would be restricted by Dalun Ruozan, leaving Duwu Sili as the only Great General of the combined Turko-Tibetan army able to pursue our men," Gao Xianzhi said with a smile.


As a Great General with a mastery of strategy and tactics, Gao Xianzhi was very similar to Wang Chong, and it was precisely because of their similarities that he appreciated Wang Chong and only wished that they had met sooner.


Gao Xianzhi found it difficult to imagine that the Great Tang had such an individual. If he had known beforehand, he would have used his status as Anxi Protector-General to recruit him to the Western Regions. If they had been able to work together, the Western Regions would have never ended up like this.


"Let's go! We've been gone from the camp long enough. The Arabs should have already started their attack."


Gao Xianzhi slowly turned around and began to walk toward Talas.


To take, one first had to give. He had appeared here not merely to block Duwu Sili. If one wanted to catch a fish, one first had to bait the hook. This was a principle that would never change.


In the darkness, Huoba Sangye and his golden-red Mutri Great Cavalry stared at Gao Xianzhi's back. Though unwilling, they could only suppress their desires.


"Withdraw!"


With this order, they departed as quickly as they came.


……


Swooshswooshswoosh!


Gao Xianzhi's judgment was on the mark. Reversing time to when Gao Xianzhi left to stop Duwu Sili, at the first defense line, arrows poured out of the darkness, each one aimed at a torch or furnace on the steel walls. Bangbangbang! With soft explosions, the Stellar Energy attached to the arrows exploded, and the fires were extinguished, casting the bright first defense line into darkness.


"Careful! Enemy attack!" a Tang guard at the first defense line shouted as he realized what was going on.


Thwish! An arrow shot out of the night like a poisonous snake and pierced through the neck of the vigilant soldier, causing him to fall to the ground with his eyes wide open.


Clangclangclang!


Cold light flashed as the Tang guards began to unsheathe their weapons, their muscles tensing as they looked beyond the walls.


"Shieldmen, on the defense! Use the shields to block the gap!"


A Tang general showed off the fruits of his discipline and training. Even though he had no idea of the number of enemies or the composition of their forces, he had swiftly made the correct decision. In a few moments, the Tang shieldmen began to rush to the gap and plant their tall and heavy shields in the ground, their bodies leaning forward in defensive postures.


No matter how many enemies there were or how they attacked, as long as the Tang forces could block the gaps, they could thwart the enemies' plans.


But though the Great Tang had reacted quickly, the foe in the darkness reacted even more quickly…


Neigh!


The fierce cries of warhorses broke the calm of the dark night. The earth began to rumble as an unknown number of enemies charged at the first defense line. They had been hiding for some time, waiting for this moment to launch their strike.


"Kill them!"


"Everyone, follow me! Those who don't will die!"


"Kill all these Tang!"


In the blink of an eye, thousands of Arab cavalry with bright eyes and savage expressions were assaulting the Tang defenses.


Swooshswooshswoosh!


Preceding them was volley after volley of arrows, falling thick amongst the defenses and felling countless Tang soldiers, which the Arab cavalry used to cover their attack. Boom! Two large hooves raised up in the darkness and fell with thunderous momentum on one of the large shields. This clash of horse hooves and infantry shield let out a metallic and deafening bongthat could be heard all along the first defense line.


The shieldman behind the shield groaned, his facing turning white as blood trickled from his lips. He had managed to block the blow, but before he could even catch his breath, another pair of horse hooves was crashing down, and then a third, a fourth…


Five muscular Arabian warhorses smashed against this single shield, and not even a veteran shieldman could hold out against this sheer force. Boom! The shieldman was thrown back along with his shield, allowing the Arab cavalry to surge in.


"Kill!" the Arabs shouted in their language. They had prepared very long for this raid, and they now attacked with utmost ferocity. In a few moments, many of the Arab cavalry had succeeded in breaking through the line and entering the Tang camp.


"Stop them!"


"Light the fires!"


The Tang generals also began to lose their nerve in this chaos.


Fwoosh!


Torches were thrown in from outside the area of battle as the nearby Tang soldiers swiftly worked to aid their comrades. Hundreds upon hundreds of torches were thrown into the area, their light outlining the fierce figures of the Arab cavalry.


"Up!"


The reinforcing Tang soldiers roared as they began to charge at the Arabs.


But before they could reach the battlefield, another surprising development occurred…


Swish!


With a shrill whistle, a dazzling white arc of light, like the pure crescent moon, flew over the first defense line, slashing at the neck of one Tang infantry, and then another, and then it began to dance amongst the Tang soldiers. More whistles could be heard as a second arc of light appeared, and then a third… In a few short moments, countless arcs of light were dancing in the darkness, flashing past the Tang soldiers and leaving them drowning in their blood. These hundreds of arcs of light were both fast and accurate as they enacted a gory dance of death.


Clang! A Tang soldier pulled out his sword and launched a dazzling white sword glow at one of those arcs of light. Ding!The arc of light turned, but not only did it not slow, it increased in speed as it shot toward another Tang soldier. Splush! Light flashed and blood plumed, and yet another Tang soldier dropped to the ground.


"How could this be?"


"What's going on here?"


"Everyone, be careful! It's the Arabian scimitars! There's something weird about them!"


The orderly Tang soldiers behind the first defense line instantly fell into chaos. These brilliant white arcs of light were too fast and too abrupt. Moreover, their small size made them extremely hard to defend against. Grievous losses were quickly inflicted on the unprepared Tang soldiers.


"Haha, die! In this continent, there is no one able to stop my Wings of Death!"


Around thirty zhang from the first defense line, the fierce Arab general Nurman sat tall upon his horse, a savage smile on his lips. The screams of the dying Tang soldiers were the most beautiful music in the world to his ears.


"Come, come! The more you send, the more will die!"


Nurman squinted into the distance, his eyes exploding with a beast-like madness and excitement.


The Wings of Death! This was the elite night raiding force under Nurman's command. The darkness was their greatest aid, allowing them to display their full power. In countless battles, Nurman had led this supreme raiding force of the east to kill countless foes. Although they were not numerous, they were each extremely lethal. Through the use of baiting tactics, Nurman's Wings of Death had killed forces ten times their number, even twenty times. Enemies of the Arabs paled at the mention of this name. The more reinforcements the enemy sent, the more concentrated their numbers, the more powerful the Wings of Death were.
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The scimitars used by the Wings of Death were unlike those of any other Arab cavalry force. They were extremely thin, a third as thick as ordinary Arabian scimitars, but they were exceedingly sharp. Their most unique trait was that they had no hilts, and the Wings of Death used a special method to shoot them at their foes. These scimitars spun as they moved forward through the air, making them extremely lethal as well as difficult to deal with.


Nurman's Wings of Death were named for these scimitars. Wherever they were, one would find blood, death, and countless cowering enemies.


But this powerful force was useless during a daytime battle, because the range of their special scimitars was very short, far inferior to that of bows, crossbows, and ballistae. The Wings of Death would be wiped out before they could even get close. For this reason, Nurman's troops had remained in the rear.


During the day, when countless Arab cavalry were falling to the Tang soldiers, Nurman could only watch and silently await the moment in which he could enact his vengeance. The sight of those Tang soldiers being cut down like weeds sent a quiver of indescribable joy through his body.


Umar had died, Amur had been defeated, and even Khaled's Iron Beast Army had suffered grievous casualties. In the end, all this proved that Nurman's Wings of Death were the finest force under the command of the governor! The finest force in the eastern Abbasid Caliphate! Even the most formidable Tang soldiers would die to his scimitars, trembling as they cried out in fear!


Moreover, the location he had chosen for his assault was the area of the first defense farthest from the gates of Talas, at the very end of the line. The Great Tang would need some time to gather reinforcements.


"Retreat! Hurry and retreat!"


A voice came from the distance. In the face of this terrifying assault, someone had finally chosen to make a wise decision. The Arab assault in itself was not anything to be afraid of, but those hiltless scimitars were horrifying. There were no weapons capable of blocking them.


The more one attacked these scimitars, the faster and more lethal they would become, and they only inflicted even greater losses.


The surrounding darkness served as the ideal cover, making their movements ethereal and hard to counter. In these circumstances, retreating was the best option.


"Heheh, do you think you can escape?"


Although Nurman didn't understand the Tang language, he only needed to see the charging reinforcements now withdrawing to understand what was going on.


"If you want to escape, you have to see if I agree to it first!"


A hint of cruelty flashed through Nurman's eyes. Whoosh! He swung down his right hand, and then volleys of arrows began to howl out of the darkness once more. Plushplushplush! The torches were once more extinguished, allowing darkness to descend.


Phweeet! A dazzling arc of light streaked through the darkness. With so little light, it was only possible to hear the screams as ten-some Tang soldiers were felled.


"Kill them!" Nurman savagely roared. Countless arcs of light shot forward. But just when Nurman was prepared to commence yet another slaughter, the unexpected occurred…


Bang!


Hearing a rumble overhead, Nurman looked up and saw a massive boulder, half a man tall, tumbling through the air in his direction.


"What's going on here!"


His eyes narrowed and his face paled, but before he could react, the boulder had landed. Boom! Three of the cavalry belonging to the Wings of Death screamed, unable to dodge in time, and were pulverized. Moreover, the shrapnel and shockwave from the impact sent ten-some surrounding soldiers flying into the air.


Sudden!


Too sudden!


Nurman had never predicted this sort of attack, but this was only the beginning. Boom! Bang! Crash! Boulder after massive boulder rained down on the Wings of Death.


"Damn it! How could this be happening?!"


Let alone his Wings of Death, even Nurman was left dumbfounded by this development.


"Retreat! Quickly retreat!" Nurman called out in Arabic.


This battle had completely surpassed his predictions. Everyone knew that the greatest flaw of catapults was their poor accuracy. They could be several hundred meters off the mark, perhaps even more than that. But in this pitch darkness, these catapults were firing with incredible accuracy on their position.


The scimitar attacks of the Wings of Death were incapable of countering this kind of assault, so the only choice was to retreat.


Neeeigh! The Wings of Death which had held the solid advantage now fell into panic and disorder as they hurriedly retreated from the catapult fire.


"Hmph, let's see how capable you are!"


In a place beyond Nurman's vision, Chen Burang was standing next to a large steel catapult, a derisive smile on his lips. These catapults had all been modified by Zhang Shouzhi. They had a thirty-some-meter adjustable arm and frame that could allow them to fire even farther, and they had also been equipped with large steel wheels, granting them a degree of flexibility on the battlefield.


"Pass on my order! Smash them! Smash them all! Adjust the angle by ten degrees!


"Did you think retreating was enough! How naive!"


Chen Burang coldly laughed. After completing his mission, he had been heading back to Talas when he heard the sounds of fighting. Chen Burang had grown up deep in the mountains, where he had developed astounding hearing. When he heard a sound, he could identify its specific position. Nurman's men could hide from normal people, but they couldn't hide from him.


These large boulders fired by the steel catapults were not something that even the best of Nurman's Wings of Deaths could handle. Those struck by the boulders were essentially doomed. Moreover, the pitch darkness could not only be used as a cover by Nurman's men, but by the rain of boulders as well.


By the time the Wings of Death could notice these boulders, they would already be too close to avoid.


Boomboomboom!


As explosions rang out in the darkness, Nurman's Wings of Death were forced into a completely passive position.


Chen Burang waved his arm and ordered, "Alter the direction by thirty degrees! Fire on those master archers as well!"


His ears had not only identified Nurman's position, but the position of the Arab master archers as well. Although these archers were not aiming at the Tang, by extinguishing the torches and furnaces, they presented just as much of a threat as Nurman's men.


Boomboomboom! Screams and explosions could be heard from the Arab camp. Chen Burang's catapult assault forced the opposing archers to retreat in panic.


Creee!


Suddenly, a cry came from within Talas, neither too sharp nor too loud. It was very easy to miss amidst the din of battle, but Chen Burang heard it, and he gave a faint smile.


"Enough. We've given them a lesson! Everyone, escort the catapults back to the city!" Chen Burang said.


"But Milord, what about those Arabs who were attacking us?" one of the soldiers near Chen Burang asked.


"There's no need to worry! Didn't you hear that cry? Our mission is complete. Lord Marquis has already arranged for what will come next. Those Arabs… are doomed!"


Chen Burang chuckled, a scornful smile on his lips.


He had never doubted the marquis's orders. Since the marquis had ordered him to come back, everything was assuredly settled.


"Let's go!"


The large catapults clanged and clattered as they began to roll toward Talas, escorted by thousands of soldiers.


……


"Damn! Damn! Damn!"


Nurman's entire body was aflame with rage, on the verge of exploding. The Wings of Death had been completely scattered by the catapults and no longer presented any sort of threat.


"All soldiers, hurry and assemble!"


Nurman's Wings of Death had needed to kill countless people, leave seas of blood and mountains of corpses in their wake, to achieve their current infamy. But despite their many years of service, they had never once been dealt so heavy a setback.


"No one can force us to this point! Die for me! For each of us killed, I will have the Tang bury ten men with them, or even more!"


Horses rumbled in the darkness as Nurman rapidly reassembled his forces.


Grievances had to be avenged. This was a principle that all Arabs understood.


Just when Nurman was prepared to turn back and attack the Tang again…


Whoosh! A fire arrow shot through the air, falling in front of Nurman. The weak light of the fire revealed the surprised faces of the Wings of Death. Nurman felt his heart thump with an ill foreboding.


But before he could even open his mouth, fwoosh! A blazing torch was thrown from the first defense line, spinning through the air before landing in front of Nurman. This was a signal for hundreds upon thousands of torches to be thrown in from all directions, surrounding the Wings of Death.
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The darkness swiftly receded, exposing this mysterious Arab raiding force for the first time. Somewhat dazzled by the light, a bearded soldier of the Wings of Death raised an arm to block his eyes and had his horse trot backward. The Wings of Death were so used to attacking their enemies from the shadows that they found the sudden light of the torches extremely uncomfortable.


In truth, the entirety of the Wings of Death showed signs of panic at the appearance of these torches.


"Damn it! Put out these torches now!"


Nurman almost instinctively felt danger. The situation was extremely poor, as it seemed like the enemy commander had already found a way to deal with his men. Never in his career had he felt such intense danger.


"Withdraw!"


Nurman raised his arm high in the air and gave the order to retreat. But he was too slow, as the enemy commander was far more formidable than he had anticipated.


Boom!


A bowstring twanged, and a ballista bolt more than one zhang long flew out from behind the first defense line, shooting through one of the Wings of Death. So swift was his death that he didn't even have time to scream as the bolt punched through both him and his horse.


The ballista bolt continued unabated, in the end piercing through six Wings of Death before disappearing into the darkness.


Great Tang ballistae!


Nurman immediately realized what had happened, and his face grew as white as paper. During the day, he had seen these ballista bolts in action. The howl of each one through the air was the roar of the death god.


For this night raid, he had intentionally chosen an area not defended by the Tang ballistae. He had not expected them to arrive so soon.


"Run!"


Nurman was no longer just nervous, but in a complete panic. The range of the Tang ballistae was far greater than the scimitars of the Wings of Death, as was their power. In a direct confrontation, the Wings of Death had no chance against this Tang heavy weaponry.


To put it simply, the Great Tang ballistae were the bane of the Wings of Death!


"Retreat! Retreat! Retreat!"


After shouting the order three times, Nurman immediately began to ride away. Behind him, the Wings of Death began to flee with him. However, the Great Tang had prepared long for this moment, so how could it allow them to easily escape? If Nurman's Wings of Death survived, they would continue to inflict gruesome massacres on the Tang forces.


Boom! Boom! Boom! The ballista bolts poured in from all sides, fired en masse at the fleeing Wings of Death. Warhorses were fast, but they could never outrun ballista bolts. Levers were pulled and the air thundered as the once-unstoppable Wings of Death were cut down like weeds.


Thud! Crash! In the blink of an eye, countless cavalry of the Wings of Death had been felled, their corpses scattered along the ground. The whinnies, screams, thuds, and the booming of the ballistae created a discordant din as the pungent scent of blood began to waft through the darkness.


This one-sided conflict had rapidly tilted in the other direction. Nurman's Wings of Death, which had dominated the field, were now being dominated by the Great Tang ballistae.


"Release! Release! Release!"


In the distance, Chen Bin was swinging his arm down again and again, releasing volley after volley of ballista bolts at the fleeing Arabs.


"Let me see just how far you can run!"


Chen Bin's expression was cold and hard as iron. These Arabs were far too crafty, their methods of attack far too dreadful. It had taken mere moments for the defenders behind the steel walls to suffer grievous casualties. This was a group of elites extremely skilled in night raids. Their methods were clearly well thought out and planned, from the archers extinguishing the torches to attract attention to the scimitars coming in afterward to reap the harvest.


No ordinary force of soldiers was capable of this, so Chen Bin could not let them escape.


"Release! Release! Release!"


Chen Bin's expression was cold and his eyes devoid of emotion. Staring at the Wings of Death, he swung his arm down again and again.


Chen Bin was the true commander of the ballista army, and he had been with it from its establishment up to the present. He was the only one who could utilize their full might; not even Xu Keyi was capable of replicating his performance.


The ballista bolts continued to snatch away at the lives of the Wings of Death, each inflicting large losses. However, Chen Bin's eyes were focused on one person. Although ballistae did not have as great a range as catapults, they could still fire extremely far, and in Chen Bin's hands, dealing with a single person was far too easy.


"It's too late to think about escaping!"


Chen Bin stood on a transport carriage, his eyes locked on the distant figure of Nurman, a hint of killing intent within them. Anyone who dared to kill so many Tang and think about retreating unscathed was truly delusional.


Ten steps, nine steps, eight steps, seven steps…


Chen Bin silently counted down, and then he swung down his arm.


"Second team, fire!"


Boom! More than sixty ballistae fired as one, all of them aimed at the distant Nurman, their ballista bolts launching from their strings like dragons.


"Not good!"


Nurman grimaced. Although his back was to the first defense line, the moment the ballistae fired, he instinctively felt an incredible danger approaching him. His muscles tensed and his scalp went numb, and every pore of his body began to ooze out cold energy.


Despite participating in many battles, Nurman had never felt such an alarming dread.


Booooom! A prolonged peal of thunder was approaching him at astonishing speed.


"Go!"


With no time to think, Nurman took a flying leap from his horse. Arabia was a country of cavalry, and for a general to be without a horse was unthinkable, but Nurman did not have time to worry about such trivialities. Bang! Mere moments after Nurman jumped away, twenty-some thick ballista bolts intersected at his horse, nailing it to the ground.


Nurman's heart was cold with fear, but he was still not out of danger.


When Chen Bin's forces had begun their assault, Chen Bin had already considered his paths of escape. More than seventy ballistae had sealed off the space around him, leaving Nurman nowhere to run.


Boom! Boom! Boom! The moment Nurman jumped away, at least seventeen ballista bolts followed him in pursuit, aimed right at his back. Nurman only had time to let all the Stellar Energy in his body explode outward before the bolts landed.


"Ah!"


Nurman screamed as the Stellar Energy around him flickered. Although he had succeeded in blocking all the bolts, he was sent flying by the force of the impact.


Breeee!


As Nurman flew through the air, a horse rode out of the darkness, a muscular figure riding upon it.


"The Great Tang's Xi Yuanqing is here! Hand over your life!"


Boom!


There was a heaven-shaking boom, and then silence.


At almost the same time that Xi Yuanqing suppressed Nurman, the Arab camp suddenly exploded with the sounds of fighting, and countless Arabs poured out amidst blazing fires in pursuit.


……


This night raid lasted until almost dawn before finally settling down. Only when the elites of the Anxi Protectorate army responsible for raiding the Arabs returned did this night truly come to an end.


Torches fiercely burned along the walls in the reception hall of the Lord of Talas. The yellow light made the faces of the people in the room shifty and indistinct. Wang Chong, Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, Li Siye, Chen Bin, Xi Yuanqing, Huang Botian, and the other officers who had taken part in the night raids were present, as well as Ferghanan Chief Banahan and Karluk Chief Guli.


The atmosphere in the room was solemn.


"How was it?"


Gao Xianzhi first turned to Li Siye. In this operation, Wang Chong and Gao Xianzhi had acted separately against the Tibetans and the Arabs, each left to their own devices. But now that the battle was over, it was time to take stock of the gains and losses.


"Sun Zhiming and Cheng Sanyuan were both discovered beforehand, so their three forces didn't suffer any losses. But we still encountered some resistance in the Tibetan camp, and several of the teams were obstructed, leading to losses of around sixty to seventy men," Li Siye sternly replied.


They had made ample preparations for this operation, and had even worn Tibetan armor to confuse their foes, yet they had still lost around sixty men. This was war. No matter how cautious one was, losses were inevitable.


Gao Xianzhi nodded.


"What of the Tibetans?"
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"At least six thousand!" Li Siye said.


In the Tibetan camp, it was impossible for him to get an exact count of the number killed, only make a rough estimate. Even so, that a raiding force of around four thousand was able to kill around six thousand while suffering losses of around sixty of their own was truly a major success.


"Not bad! This means that the Tibetans and Western Turks together have around sixty thousand men left. The space and methods available to Dalun Ruozan are getting smaller and smaller. We can presume that he will be even more cautious with his future operations."


Gao Xianzhi gave a satisfied nod.


Wang Chong and Gao Xianzhi's goal in the raid on the Tibetans had been exceptionally clear: efficiently damaging their enemy's effective strength, constantly grinding away at the number of men under Dalun Ruozan's command.


In this aspect, the night raid had achieved its goal.


"What of Lord Gao?" Wang Chong asked.


Just like Gao Xianzhi did not know the specific details of the raid on the Tibetans, Wang Chong did not know what Gao Xianzhi had done. All the details, including the number of losses, were only known by Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli, the highest-ranked commanders of the Anxi Protectorate army.


"Hahah, the operation turned out exactly as I predicted. Abu Muslim truly did not take a single precaution. He was too confident, so confident that he believed the mere fact that he had more than two hundred thousand soldiers meant that we wouldn't dare to attack him. So our operation went off very smoothly," Gao Xianzhi said with a smile.


"Perhaps it wasn't just that he was too confident. He might have also believed that even if we succeeded, it would barely be an itch, something that would have no effect on the overarching situation."


Wang Chong faintly smiled.


"If Abu Muslim thinks that this raid had no effect on the overarching situation, then he's made a grave mistake."


Gao Xianzhi turned to one of the deputies behind him.


"Huaishun, have you finished settling down the Arabian hunting falcons? How many did we manage to get?"


"Milord, they've all been taken care of. We managed to get three in total, all of which have been handed over to the bird trainers in the army," the Anxi deputy general known as Kang Huaishun deferentially said.


"Have the follow-up measures been enacted? Will our actions draw any suspicion?" Gao Xianzhi said.


"Following Milord's orders, we left behind three rock eagle corpses that appeared like Arabian hunting falcons at the Arab camp," Kang Huaishun reported. "Only pulped flesh of those three rock eagles remain, so it's very hard to differentiate them from hunting falcons. The Arabs will not be able to notice the difference. In addition, the members of the raiding party reported that the Arab camp has many hunting falcons. The loss of only three will not attract their attention."


Kang Huaishun was also a renowned general of the Anxi Protectorate army. He had been the main commander of the night raid.


Listening on the side, Wang Chong gave a nod of approval. The primary objective of the Anxi Protectorate army in the raid against the Arabs was to steal a few hunting falcons, not kill Arab soldiers. Dalun Ruozan communicated with the Arabs through letters delivered by these fierce hunting falcons. If they could steal a few, they could intercept some of these letters.


"But there is still one problem. The Arabian hunting falcons are extremely vicious and began to shout and cry the moment they were brought back from the Arab camp. Our men have done all they could, but they can't get them to quiet down. In addition, they aren't willing to eat any of the meat we give them," Kang Huaishun said.


If the hunting falcons could not be tamed, they could not be used. The results would be the same as if they had never been captured in the first place.


"This problem is easy to take care of."


Wang Chong gave a leisurely grin.


"General Kang, I have a bird expert known as Zhang Que under my command. He's done a great deal of research on Arabian hunting falcons, so you can just leave this matter to him."


"Huaishun, do as Lord Wang says," Gao Xianzhi said with a faint smile. "In addition, give that Arab general who led the raiding force known as Nurman to Protector-General Wang as well!"


"Oh?"


Wang Chong's eyes brightened in pleasant surprise. He thought that Xi Yuanqing had killed Nurman. That he had been captured was quite unexpected.


"Many thanks for this."


With the war hanging over his head, Wang Chong needed to get as strong as possible, needed his Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art to absorb the strength of more people. Only this way could he be of more help in the battles to come.


"Yes!"


Kang Huaishun bowed his head and quickly departed.


"Lord Gao! Lord Wang!"


At this moment, the new chief of the Karluks, Guli, suddenly spoke.


"There is still another matter…"


Guli's expression was hesitant, his tone uncertain. His movements immediately attracted the notice of everyone in the hall. Both Wang Chong and the Ferghanan chief Banahan turned to see what was going on.


"What's wrong, Guli?" Gao Xianzhi said in surprise.


"This… During the Arab raid last night, some of their troops mounted the walls and entered the city. They got in touch with us Karluks and mentioned that matter."


Guli was stammering, his expression fraught with deep apprehension. As he spoke, a strange feeling began to suffuse the mood in the hall. Although Guli had not mentioned exactly what 'that matter' was, everyone instantly understood what it was. The Arabs clearly did not know that Wanhe Peiluo had been killed, the treachery of the Karluks exposed. They had even sent out men to secretly get in touch with the Karluks.


"Lord Protector-Generals, we Karluks truly have no intent to rebel. I ask for the understanding of the Lord Protector-Generals…" Guli sincerely implored.


"Guli, there is no need for you to panic. We believe you," Gao Xianzhi comforted, his words instantly calming Guli down.


"Many thanks, Milord!" Guli said with deepest gratitude.


The Arabs were clearly doing one thing as a cover for another. On the surface, they had sent the Wings of Death to attack the Tang army at the first defense line, but their true purpose was to send someone to get in touch with the Karluks within the city. None of them had expected this.


That Guli had brought up this matter was proof of his sincerity to the Great Tang.


"Wang Chong, what do you think about this matter?" Gao Xianzhi said.


Wang Chong faintly smiled in reply. Under the light of the torches, his face seemed particularly energetic.


"Since the Arabs are so impatient, why not agree to their request?" Wang Chong finally asked.


At first dazed, everyone in the hall began to chuckle.


……


While the Tang generals were gathered in the brightly-lit city of Talas, elsewhere in the restless darkness, the top-class Tibetan and Turkic generals had gathered to meet.


But the atmosphere here was much heavier than that in Talas. All the generals responsible for the sentry posts around the Tibetan camp were standing at attention, their expressions fearful.


On this night, the tens of thousands of men in the Tibetan camp had been thrown into complete chaos by not even one thousand Tang soldiers, so despite all the sentries and patrols, no one knew where the Tang were attacking from. Even after the battle, none of them knew.


This was an absolute disgrace!


"All of you, think carefully. Did you really not notice anything?"


Dalun Ruozan sat on a chair, his eyes surveying the assembled generals. His voice was extremely gentle and soft, devoid of any anger, but this only made the Tibetan generals even more uneasy.


"Bastards!"


A thunderous roar came from beside him. Although Dalun Ruozan was not angry, Huoshu Huicang was not so restrained.


On this night, the entire Tibetan camp had been played by Wang Chong, to the extent that they were incapable of even answering a simple question like this. This left Huoshu Huicang fuming.


"Huoshu, you can't blame them for this matter," Dalun Ruozan soothed. "That person isn't someone people of their ability can contend against. He only moves after making ample preparations. He definitely won't have left us many clues."


His personality was never that irritable. However, the slight crease in his brows revealed what he was truly thinking. Just like Huoshu Huicang, he found it difficult to let this matter go.


It wasn't that Ü-Tsang could never lose, but it at least had to know how it had lost.


"Great Minister!"


At this moment, urgent footsteps came from outside the tent. A Tibetan messenger raised the tent flap, rushed into the tent, and got down on one knee.


"On our patrol of the perimeter, we found some things that seem to have been left behind by the Tang!"


"What was it?" Dalun Ruozan's brow rose, and the other people in the tent turned to look.


"They were wolf skins!" the kneeling messenger said.


Buzz!


While Huoshu Huicang and the others were still digesting this information, Dalun Ruozan trembled, a thought instantly occurring to him.


"Take me there!"


Dalun Ruozan immediately stood up from his seat.


……


A few moments later, at a place several hundred zhang from one of the sentry posts, Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, Dusong Mangpoje, Duwu Sili, and the other generals arrived at the site of the incident. Dalun Ruozan's prestige and the training he had put the soldiers through had played a major role in preserving the scene. The surrounding Tibetan soldiers had not acted on their own, instead choosing to wait for Dalun Ruozan to arrive and handle the matter.


"This is where they are?" Dalun Ruozan asked. His brows were furrowed and there was a grimace on his face as he looked at the large gray wolf skins lying on the ground. Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje also had grimaces, and Duwu Sili was faring no better.


"Great Minister, we found wolf skins in other places, but the majority of them were found here," a low-ranking Tibetan officer explained. "Our men didn't notice them at first, but after the battle was over, they felt that something was wrong. These are all empty wolf skins with no bones, flesh, not even blood. They're all very clean, which is clearly abnormal."


Everyone became eerily silent.
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"This bastard!!"


The first to speak was not Dalun Ruozan, nor was it Huoshu Huicang or Dusong Mangpoje. On the contrary, it was Duwu Sili, who had little to do with this night raid. He had finally understood that the Tang boy called Wang Chong had completely out-schemed them.


Moreover, if his guess was right, the method he had employed for his ambush was intimately related to the Turks.


"Haaah…"


Dalun Ruozan gave a long sigh, an indescribable feeling in his heart as he looked at the wolf skins. In the more than half the night over which this battle took place, he had been utterly confused as to what was going on. But as he saw the abandoned wolf skins, he finally understood.


"I lost! I managed to predict the beginning of this operation, but not the end. I didn't think that he would even use the beasts brought by Great General Duwu Sili. I accept my loss this round!"


Huoshu Huicang found it hard to hear these words. "Great Minister, everything is not yet certain. Perhaps these wolf skins have nothing to do with the Great Tang. It might just be a coincidence," he comforted.


"Ha! You still don't understand?" Dalun Ruozan shook his head and stopped Huoshu Huicang. "After the successful infiltration, he could have just brought these wolf skins back. He only left them here so that I would understand how he managed to win. He wants to use them to beat me down!"


Everything was now clear. Dalun Ruozan had spent so much effort setting up sentries and patrols, even establishing a system of signals and informing his men to be wary of any 'allies', requiring confirmation before they were allowed to approach… but all his efforts had been ineffective.


Dalun Ruozan had only worried about defending against people, never about defending against 'wolves'!


Not even if he were beaten to death would he have ever imagined that Wang Chong would disguise his several thousand soldiers as those massive wolves and have them infiltrate the camp. He wholeheartedly accepted this loss.


"It's just a gutless and shameless scoundrel! What need does Great Minister have to make him seem so formidable?!" Duwu Sili growled out through clenched teeth.


No one found all this more unbearable than him. He was the one who had brought over these gray wolves. The Turks had as many of these wolves as they wanted, and even losing all of them would cause him no heartache. He had brought them with the intent of restraining the Great Tang, but he had never imagined that Wang Chong would end up using them as a weapon against Dalun Ruozan!


Duwu Sili was an Irkin of the Western Turkic Khaganate, one of its best Great Generals. How could he possibly bear being played around with by some insignificant Tang youth?


Dalun Ruozan remained silent, as did everyone else.


They naturally knew what Duwu Sili was thinking, but now was not the time to start blaming others. They could only say that while the righteous could rise one foot, evil could rise ten. Wang Chong's methods were far too sly and unpredictable. Even someone like Dalun Ruozan found it hard to handle such a person.


"Yundan Gongbu, how many people did we lose on this night raid?" Dalun Ruozan suddenly asked.


"Nearly seven thousand!" a burly general standing near Dalun Ruozan loudly reported.


Dalun Ruozan said nothing, but the atmosphere suddenly became extremely grave. On the side, Huoshu Huicang gave a deep frown. In a large-scale campaign, the loss of seven thousand men was barely anything, and even in a night raid, such losses were still acceptable.


But for the Turko-Tibetan army, which was severely lacking in manpower, the loss of seven thousand men was a severe wound!


"He's aiming at our manpower!" Huoshu Huicang suddenly said. As a Great General of the Ü-Tsang Empire, Huoshu Huicang needed only a second to understand the strategic objective.


"If I'm right, he will be frequently attacking us, making us the main target. As we lose more and more men, we will be more and more restricted, less and less able to pose a threat to him. In the end, it will be us, not him, in a dilemma where both retreating and advancing are wrong.


"In addition, even if we realize it, even if we're unwilling, we can't change this fact. In reality, since yesterday's battle, we've already fallen into his tempo."


Huoshu Huicang was brimming with worry.


While the raid could initially be described as a 'hidden scheme', right now, it was an open scheme. Dalun Ruozan was correct that Wang Chong had left behind these wolf skins for them to discover, that this scene was apparently exactly what he wanted to see.


Unfortunately, even though they understood the objective of their foe, they not only could not stage an effective counterattack, but would become more restrained as time went on!


This was a mental assault as well as an 'open scheme'!


"No, this war isn't completely going according to his tempo, nor is he the primary decision maker," Dalun Ruozan suddenly said. "Huoshu Huicang, has Abu Sangji still not returned?"


"No."


Huoshu Huicang shook his head. It had been a very long time since Abu Sangji's raiding force had set out. The Tang had completely routed the force, and very few of them had returned, with Abu Sangji not amongst them. Some said that he should have returned long ago while others said that the Tang had already killed him. In short, the information the army had was a mishmash.


But Dalun Ruozan had still held out a little hope for Abu Sangji, hoping that he could return.


"It seems that Abu Sangji truly is dead."


A hint of sorrow appeared in Dalun Ruozan's eyes. Abu Sangji was a doughty general of the Yarlung Royal Lineage. Ever since he had left the royal capital's prison, Abu Sangji had been close at his side, a constant source of help. Moreover, in this expedition, a significant portion of the troops had been recruited by Abu Sangji from the Yarlung Royal Lineage.


Abu Sangji's assistance was unmatched, and Dalun Ruozan had reciprocated by making him one of his closest aides. Deep within his heart, Dalun Ruozan did not believe that he could die in battle.


But reality was right before his eyes, and the outlook was grim for Abu Sangji.


"Have our scouts returned? What did they say?" Dalun Ruozan asked.


"I was just about to bring this matter up with you. The scouts have returned, and based on what they saw, although Abu Sangji and his men were routed, they succeeded in achieving their objective. Bits and pieces of Tang ballistae are currently strewn across the second Tang defense line. From the amount, we estimate that four to five hundred were destroyed.


"Those soldiers who managed to return were not lying. If we didn't have to account for the fact that Abu Sangji was killed, we could have regarded this operation as a major success," Huoshu Huicang solemnly said.


"Very good!"


Dalun Ruozan's furrowed brows finally began to relax. This could be considered the best news he had heard today. Although Abu Sangji had died in battle, he had completed his mission. The Tang army only had around two thousand ballistae, so the loss of five hundred was no small blow.


Dalun Ruozan had achieved his strategic objective.


"With five hundred ballistae destroyed, Abu Sangji cannot be said to have died in vain. This war isn't settled yet."


Dalun Ruozan stared at the bright lights of Talas, a fierce light in his eyes.


……


The Tang and the Tibetans were not the only ones holding meetings in the darkness. To the west, in the Arab camp, a similar undercurrent was flowing.


"Rahman, have you received the report?"


In his tent, Abu Muslim looked toward a thin, black-armored, and thickly bearded general.


Rahman bowed and said, "Lord Governor, the report has been received. While General Nurman's troops attacked the Tang defense line, we succeeded in infiltrating the Tang defenses and got in touch with the Karluks without gaining the notice of the Anxi Protectorate army."


Rahman was one of Abu Muslim's trusted aides. He did not have many men under his command, but he was still treated with great favor. Very few people knew that Rahman was actually one of Abu Muslim's most favored generals.


Many people believed that the primary assault force in this night raid was Nurman and his Wings of Death, little knowing that Rahman and the several dozen men in his infiltration force were the true driving force.


"Mm, I see. You are dismissed."


A satisfied glimmer in his eyes, Abu Muslim waved his hand. Rahman gave another bow before taking his leave.


Once Rahman left, Abbasid Deputy Governor of the East Ziyad walked out from the rear.


"Governor, can the Karluks really be trusted?"


The pair truthfully did not care about how many Tang were killed in the night raid. They cared more about the Karluks within the city, upon which little attention had been placed.


"The wealth of the Arabs has never been easy to obtain. Since the Karluks have taken our gifts, it doesn't matter if they're trustworthy or not. They've already promised, so they must carry it out!"


Abu Muslim stared at the brightly-lit city of Talas, looming like a beast out of the darkness, a look of dreadful cold flashing through his eyes.


On this continent, no one could have second thoughts after making an agreement with the Arabs. Such fickle people would end up paying a disastrous price!


Ziyad said nothing, but the look in his eyes was the same as Abu Muslim's. On this point, the Governor of the East and his deputy shared the same conviction, a conviction that they shared with all the other governors of the empire. None of them ever feared that someone would take the wealth of the Arabs and then go back on their word.
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After a few moments, Ziyad suddenly spoke.


"But there is one other matter. The newly-arrived Tang commander apparently had a conflict with Wanhe Peiluo. Moreover, the Karluks have still not fulfilled their end of the deal and opened the gates of Talas. With these things unresolved, we cannot trust the Karluks."


They were too far from the battlefield, and the more than one hundred thousand Tang soldiers lay between them and Talas. Thus, Abu Muslim and Ziyad only knew that a quarrel had broken out at the gates of Talas, but they did not know the specific details.


"If they can't be trusted, then we'll just kill them all!"


Abu Muslim waved his head, his expression callous and cruel.


"That's right. When will the two armies His Majesty dispatched arrive?"


"I've already sent a letter asking about this," Ziyad said. "They're currently en route and aren't far. They should arrive on the battlefield by sunrise."


"Excellent. Perhaps we won't even need the Karluks. When those two armies arrive, we can annihilate the Tang along with Talas!"


Abu Muslim's eyes flashed with a light that not even the darkness could drown out.


Slowly, everything calmed down, but a hidden danger continued to swell.


……


Bwoooom!


As a yak horn blared, dawn broke in the east, casting sunlight over the horizon. As the morning sun dispelled the darkness, it shone over the battle-scarred Talas as well as the camps of the Tibetans and Turks.


Thousands upon thousands of Tibetans surged out of their tents and took up formation, their highland steeds valiant and vigorous, bursting with the will to battle.


The sunlight washed away all the scars from last night's battle, and the entire Tibetan army seethed with killing intent.


In the distance, the Tang army was packed between the two steel defense lines in front of Talas, all of them taking up defensive positions.


The scent of war and the murderous intent that had been obscured by the darkness once more began to seep through the air.


Bongbongbongbong!


War drums began to thunder over Talas. The city gates opened, and countless soldiers surged out: infantry, archers, ballista men, axemen, cavalry… The soldiers divided themselves neatly by type as they took up formation.


Phweeet!


As the mood over the battlefield turned tense, an arrow shrieked through the air, flying out from the Tibetan camp. Its shrill whistle could be heard for ten-some li.


"Wang Chong! Do you dare to come out for a meeting?" a stentorian voice called out from the Tibetan camp. It spoke in such proficient Han that it was difficult to imagine that a Tibetan was saying these words.


Three figures rode out of the Tibetan camp in the direction of Talas.


While still around a thousand zhang from the walls, Dalun Ruozan stopped and raised his head to silently wait. His eyes squinted in anticipation.


All was silent, and even though the mood behind the steel defense lines grew tense, the Tang camp remained quiet and still, with no one responding.


After some time, just when Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje were starting to get impatient, a young and vigorous voice called out.


"Dalun Ruozan, I hope that you are well!"


A pure-white steed rode out with a bright cry, leaping forward with a young rider on its back as it appeared on the northeast corner of the walls of Talas.


"Wang Chong!"


Dalun Ruozan squinted his eyes and turned his head. He had not expected Wang Chong to appear there, but he quickly began to smile.


"After a parting of half a year, I did not think that Lord Protector-General's art of war would ascend to an even higher level. I have only heard of beasts learning from man, but never of man learning from beasts. Lord Protector-General has opened my eyes!"


Dalun Ruozan clasped his hands, a look of 'sincere' admiration on his face.


"Haha, no matter how high it is, I can't compare to Great Minister. Even though you knew that I was prepared, you still sent more than three thousand people to throw themselves on my sword!"


Wang Chong heartily laughed.


In a flash, Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, and Dusong Mangpoje turned gloomy. Wang Chong was clearly jeering at them for the fact that their raiding party had suffered grievous losses at Wang Chong's hand. Both sides had sent out raiding parties disguised as the other side, but Dalun Ruozan had clearly come out the loser.


But Dalun Ruozan managed to rapidly regain his composure.


"Victory and defeat are common affairs for a soldier. Ü-Tsang can afford this loss, but the Young Marquis is different. I hope that the Young Marquis can still smile during this battle without five hundred ballistae."


Dalun Ruozan faintly smiled, his expression assured and leisurely, confident and relaxed. Even Wang Chong had to sigh in admiration at this sight.


"Hahaha…!"


Wang Chong loudly laughed from the walls of Talas. The superior general broke his enemy's schemes while the inferior general broke his soldiers, and attacking the heart was superior to attacking the city. The moment Dalun Ruozan said those words, Wang Chong understood the reason for this visit.


"There's no need for Great Minister to worry about this. The Great Tang is a land of plenty. Let alone a mere five hundred ballistae, many more can be built in only a few moments."


Without turning his head, Wang Chong swung down his right arm.


"Chen Bin!"


With Wang Chong's words, the gates of Talas opened wide, allowing Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, and Dusong Mangpoje to see a line of ballistae carted out from Talas on transport carriages. Under Chen Bin's command, they were swiftly arrayed along the gaps of the second defense line.


From a distance, there appeared to be around five hundred ballistae. Last night, the Great Tang had 'lost' five hundred ballistae, leaving only around twenty-five hundred, but now, Wang Chong had produced five hundred more.


"Release!"


Following Chen Bin's order, the five hundred ballistae aimed up into the air and fired. Boomboomboom! Five hundred ballista bolts flew up into the sky, and a few moments later, they came thundering back down, landing five to six hundred zhang from the steel walls.


Buzz!


At this sight, Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, and Dusong Mangpoje felt like they had been given a hefty slap to the face, and they instantly grimaced.


"What's going on here?"


"Didn't the scouts report that five hundred ballistae were destroyed? How did they get so many more?"


"How could this be? The scouts can't have been wrong!"


Huoshu Huicang was stunned. The scouts had confirmed the information multiple times that Abu Sangji's men had destroyed nearly five hundred ballistae. The Tibetan scouts might not have been as good as the Tang scouts, but they would never make such a basic mistake.


"We've been fooled again! Abu Sangji might not have even been destroying real ballistae!"


Dalun Ruozan gave a deep sigh as his mind whirred.


"But how could that be? Could Abu Sangji not even distinguish real ballistae from fake ones?" Huoshu Huicang said in disbelief.


Abu Sangji was a fierce general of the Yarlung Royal Lineage, a veteran of the battlefield. It was impossible for him to make such a childish error. He would not have even mobilized unless he was sure of his target.


"I also don't know what's going on, but there's no question that Abu Sangji fell for their trick. The specific construction of Great Tang ballistae has always been a secret, with not even many Tang knowing about it, much less us. At most, Abu Sangji would only know about their external appearance. That fellow must have done something with them," Dalun Ruozan said, a complicated look in his eyes as he looked at the white horse and its rider atop the walls of Talas.


A general was the brains and soul of an army. Any flaw in their moves and actions, whether physically or mentally, could deal a destructive blow to the army. This was why Dalun Ruozan had appeared before Wang Chong.


If he could reveal a flaw in Wang Chong and batter his confidence, it would affect the Tang army in the upcoming battle. But there was no question that Wang Chong had once more emerged victorious.


"With this person in the Great Tang, our Ü-Tsang will not be able to rest easy for forty years."


Dalun Ruozan gave a deep sigh, an indescribable feeling in his heart.


In the Ü-Tsang Empire, Dalun Ruozan's intellect was practically unmatched; only the Imperial Great Minister Dalon Trinling standing by the Tsenpo was able to best him. But Dalun Ruozan was matching wits with Wang Chong, someone who far surpassed him in both strategy and intellect. This made Dalun Ruozan recall one of the classics of the Central Plains.


If the world already has a Yu, why must there be a Liang as well1? Dalun Ruozan deeply sighed, at a loss for words.




On the high walls of Talas, Wang Chong silently smiled at the quiet trio down below.


A psychological attack!


Dalun Ruozan attempting to try out the strategies of the Central Plains on the War Saint of that land was like an apprentice trying to show off before a master. All he did was bring humiliation down on his own head.


"Great Minister! The culture of the Central Plains is broad and deep. I hear that Great Minister enjoys gathering the various classics, histories, and military texts of the Central Plains. Once this battle is over, Wang Chong will sent Great Minister another one thousand books. Read a book a hundred times and the meaning will become self-evident. Great Minister still needs to read more!"


Wang Chong emphasized his last words and then broke into laughter.


"Great Minister, Wang Chong has many military affairs to handle and will no longer keep you company. Let us meet again on the battlefield!"


Neeeigh! Wang Chong pulled on the reins and rode his pure-white steed away, vanishing from the walls.


Even though Dalun Ruozan was an extremely shrewd person who rarely showed his emotions on his face, when he heard Wang Chong propose to send him one thousand books and jeer at him for his lack of study, he couldn't stop his complexion from alternating between green and white in rage. Perhaps only Wang Chong would dare to jeer at a wise minister of Ü-Tsang for being insufficiently studious.

______________
1. This is a line from 'Romance of the Three Kingdoms', a semi-fictional retelling of the events of the Three Kingdoms period of Chinese history. Zhou Yu, a talented strategist and general who served under the warlord Sun Quan, was often at odds with Zhuge Liang, the renowned strategist under the warlord Liu Bei. On his deathbed after being provoked and fooled by Zhuge Liang multiple times, he says this line as a lament before dying. 'Romance of the Three Kingdoms' was not written until the Ming Dynasty, many centuries after the Tang Dynasty, and there is no record of this quote in the 'Records of the Three Kingdoms', the official history written on this period, so it is a mystery how Dalun Ruozan managed to discover this quote.↩
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"Bastard! He's being far too brazen!"


Huoshu Huicang's fists were clenched in rage as his teeth ground against each other. Dalun Ruozan had been able to hear that derision, and so had he. Not even the Tiger of the Empire, Zhangchou Jianqiong, had dared to act so arrogantly before them. He found Wang Chong simply too hard to endure.


"Great Minister, do not let him get to you. This bastard is trying to provoke us. You must not take the bait."


"Heh." Dalun Ruozan shook his head and reassured Huoshu Huicang, "How could I not see what his intentions are? But I truly did lose this round. I wholeheartedly accept my defeat."


Wang Chong's art of war was far too alien. Let alone the Central Plains, such an understanding of war and such a commander had never appeared in the entire world. Dalun Ruozan had wanted to learn Wang Chong's style and use his own strategies against him, but he had still lost.


But Dalun Ruozan merely shook his head to regain his composure, not at all dejected or beaten down.


"No matter what scheme Wang Chong employs or what sort of effect he wants to have on me, he's miscalculated. That is because his opponent in this battle is not us, but another! Huoshu Huicang, send this letter for me. In this war between the Arabs and the Great Tang, we have already done all we could, given them all the help we can. They will have to depend on themselves."


"Understood!"


Huoshu Huicang took the letter from Dalun Ruozan and bowed.


"Let's go!"


Dalun Ruozan turned his horse around and began to ride back toward the Tibetan camp. After riding ten zhang, he stopped and turned back, looking past the majestic walls of Talas to the dense ranks of the Arab cavalry, which were readying themselves for battle. The Arab army today was clearly different, the atmosphere much more somber and more seething with killing intent.


……


Flap flap!


Not long after Dalun Ruozan returned to his camp, a black hunting falcon descended into the Arab camp.


A few moments later, a burly Arab guard strode toward Abu Muslim, with the hunting falcon in one hand and the letter it was holding in the other.


"Lord Governor, the Tibetans have sent a letter!"


The messenger got down on one knee and respectfully offered the letter.


"Oh? Bring it here."


Abu Muslim sat up from his throne and reached out his right hand to take the letter. After glancing through it, he broke into a smile.


"Interesting! Ziyad, the Tibetans have sent us a letter. Take a look."


Standing behind Abu Muslim, Ziyad raised a brow and glanced at Abu Muslim in surprise before taking the letter.


"The Tibetans suffered heavy losses and will not be fighting today? What do the Tibetans mean by this?"


Ziyad raised his head, his face covered in disbelief.


"Hahah, didn't he say it clearly in the letter? In this battle, he hopes that we can deal with the Tang by ourselves and show off the true power of we Arabs," Abu Muslim lightly said.


"These Tibetans truly deserve death. Since we are allies, we should work together. Are they still thinking about preserving their strength?"


A flash of anger appeared in Ziyad's eyes. The Arabs did not need allies. At the very least, rarely in their history of conquest had they invited anyone to be their allies. In their view, agreeing to the alliance with the Tibetans was already a great favor. But now, the Tibetans were actually trying to avoid battle and preserve their strength, showing little appreciation for the kindness they had been shown.


"They cannot be blamed for this!"


Abu Muslim smiled and waved his hand to dispel Ziyad's anger.


"Dalun Ruozan said that they have already lost fifty to sixty thousand elite soldiers, as well as eighty thousand wolves, and he is certainly not lying there. Although these losses are nothing to us, it's no small number to the Tibetans and Western Turks. It's not strange at all for them to want to avoid battle and preserve their remaining strength. Moreover, the eyes are far more reliable than the ears. The Tibetans and Western Turks have never witnessed our formidable might and are presumably not actually convinced, so they would be unwilling to cast aside their lives to fight for us… Besides, as we conquer the Great Tang, we will need their assistance.	"


Abu Muslim suddenly turned his head to look at Ziyad. "Ziyad, what of the two armies sent by His Majesty?"



"Both armies have already arrived and are ready for deployment. As soon as they receive the order, they can join the assault!" Ziyad smoothly replied. His demeanor was completely transformed, as if he had grasped upon some powerful trump card that was certain to crush the Tang.


"Very good! Pass on my order to have them get ready!"


……


The Western Turks and Tibetans to the east, the Tang in the center, and the Arabs to the west—these three mighty powers remained in a stalemate on the battlefield of Talas. Not one of them had made a move since sunrise, but everyone knew that this calm and quiet could not last for long.


Gallop!


To the west, clouds of dust rose into the air as the stomping of hooves shattered the calm, attracting the notice of everyone else on the battlefield.


A massive Arab general more than eight feet tall rode out on a bulky black warhorse, stopping some three hundred zhang from the walls of Talas.


"All Tang, listen here! Our Lord Governor has ordered me to give all of you one last chance. Surrender to Arabia and accept our rule, and we can still leave you a path to survival. Otherwise, today will be the day we destroy both you and your city!"


From the first defense line came silence, and then an uproar of laughter.


"Arab, should these words be coming from your mouth? You should hurry back and tell your governor that he should think hard about surrendering to the Great Tang!"


Sun Zhiming rode up on his own horse, standing in one of the gaps at the first defense line as he chortled.


The Arabs were truly arrogant. After suffering multiple defeats, they still dared to threaten the Great Tang and demand its surrender. Nothing could be more ridiculous in the world.


The Arab general in the distance silently took in this laughter, his expression grim and unmoved.


"If this is your choice, then let us begin the battle!"


The Arab general turned his head and gestured to his rear, and then…


Boom!


An enormous sound came from the distance, so loud and clamorous that the din produced by several hundred thousand soldiers fighting would seem insignificant. And as this sound rang out over the world, the ground began to tremble.


Sun Zhiming, along with the thousands upon thousands of Tang soldiers behind the first defense line, began to pale.


"What is this?"


"The sound is coming from the west. What are the Arabs doing? Do they have some sort of secret weapon?"


The men became uneasy, but the trembling quickly faded away. But just when they thought everything was over, another jolt traveled through the earth, and then another. The enormous sound this time was even louder and sounded even closer.


"Just what is this? Why do they feel like footsteps?"


"Impossible! You're crazy! What sort of thing could have such heavy footsteps?"


The eyes of the soldiers were wide open. For some reason, even though they could see nothing, they all felt nervous and uneasy.


Boomboomboom!


The sounds came one after another… and as the earth quivered, the stentorian sound grew even closer and closer. The earth, the steel walls, and the ballistae on the city walls all trembled.


Rooooar!


The heavens shook with this beastly bellow, and a fierce gale swept over the earth, stirring up sand and stone. Countless people looked on in shock as an enormous figure, a veritable mountain, began to rise over the western horizon. This thing's body was so enormous that even the tall and muscular Arabs seemed like tiny ants.


"What is that!"


"How could there be such an enormous thing? I must be seeing things, I must be!"


"What kind of monster is this? Impossible!"


All of them found themselves at almost a complete loss for words. Even at this distance, they could sense the primal, brutal, and destructive aura of dread exuded by this black silhouette. The strength of humans, even of martial artists, was triflingly insignificant before this thing.


"What is this?"


Even Wang Chong and Gao Xianzhi, looking down from the western walls of Talas, were stunned by this sight. This surpassed the bounds of common sense, and not even Wang Chong, with a life of fighting battles big and small behind him, could ever remember encountering such a thing.


"I don't know! The Arabs have never shown such a thing before. I can't believe it! If I wasn't seeing it for myself, I would never believe that such a massive beast existed in this world!" Gao Xianzhi muttered, his shock no less than Wang Chong's.


Wars were affairs between mortals, but what he was seeing had clearly surpassed that realm. Even though it was still very far away, he could already see the outline of that animal. He thought of it as an animal because it could move on its own, and both Wang Chong and Gao Xianzhi could see the vigor running thickly through its body. In comparison, the vitality of a martial artist was like a drop in the ocean.


Like a rhinoceros, this animal had a single huge horn, though this one was golden. It had a fortress of a body and a pair of extremely red eyes. From a distance, one could still sense the desire to rend and destroy in those eyes. Anyone who saw them would feel a dread that came from the very depths of their souls, like they were ants being observed by a god.


Could this be… the Behemoth Army that once existed in the Abbasid Caliphate?!


Wang Chong's mind was in turmoil as he looked down from the walls. For the first time, he sensed that this battle was moving past what he remembered and entering unpredictable territory. The 'Behemoth Army' was a product of the Arabian Empire at the very peak of its power. There were many legends about it that claimed that this army had helped the Arabs conquer many countries.


But for reasons known to nobody else, the Behemoth Army vanished from the history of the Arabian Empire.


Wang Chong had never known if this legend was true or false, as he had never seen the Behemoths himself nor seen any evidence for their existence. Deep within his heart, Wang Chong had believed it to be a fairytale, but he now knew that he had been wrong.
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Everything has changed! The Behemoth Army never appeared at Talas before… Did things change because of me again?


Wang Chong's mind was in disarray.


He once more began to recall the legend that he used to joke and jeer about. It was said that the Emperor of the Arabian Empire, the Caliph, had two powerful armies under his command at the peak of the empire's power. One of these was the Behemoth Army. These soldiers were under the Arabian Caliph's direct command, and the governors had no authority over them.


That these Behemoths had appeared in the distant Talas meant only one thing: the Caliph of Arabia had his sights set on this land. This war was now impossible to predict.


Bong!


Drums soon began to thunder from the Arabian camp. The dense waves of Arab cavalry parted, leaving a clear path fifty-some zhang wide between the Tang defense line and that massive beast. The air was instantly brimming with tension. Behind the first defense line, countless warhorses widened their eyes and neighed in panic.


Even these well-trained warhorses lost their nerve as they sensed the dreadful air rising from these beasts. Their instinctive fear drove them to struggle against the control of their riders so that they could flee the battlefield.


"How incredible! The Arabs still had this sort of move in reserve! If they had unleashed these enormous beasts earlier, Talas might have already fallen. They wouldn't have even needed our help!"


On the eastern edge of the battlefield, Duwu Sili, Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, and the other generals were watching from the hills. Although they sat at the upper level of individuals of the continent, they were still stunned by the moves the Arabs had kept in reserve.


After a few moments of silence, Dalun Ruozan spoke. "It can't be that simple. The Arabs must have a reason for not using these massive beasts. However, regardless of what that reason is, now that the Arabs have brought them, they will be a massive threat to the Great Tang!"


Although it had been his plan to take a rest from battling the Tang so that he could see the full strength of the Arabs, he was still astonished by this display. He was somewhat unwilling, but he was forced to admit that the Arabian Empire was stronger than the Ü-Tsang Empire. In the continent, Arabia and the Great Tang undoubtedly stood above all other empires.


Only Arabia could deal with the Great Tang, and only the Great Tang could deal with Arabia!


The hills fell silent as everyone turned their focus to the Arab camp to the west of Talas and that enormous beast rising from it.


Crack! A long whip flew through the air. At the feet of the Behemoth stood a thin and hunchbacked figure dressed in robes of dark red, who was constantly hollering something at this Behemoth. Although he had an unsightly appearance, this hunchbacked Arab seemed to have an extremely high status. Behind him were countless manservants and maids, apparently his, who were trembling in fear.


Not far from them, a black-clothed Arab guard was blowing a strange tune out on a bone flute, one that lacked any sort of rhythm or tempo. Commanded by the whip and bone flute, the mountainous Behemoth slowly advanced.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


With boom after boom, the monster advanced toward the battlefield, its weighty footsteps ringing over the battlefield. Under the golden-red sun, the Behemoth seemed even more savage and dreadful. Whoosh! At that moment, let alone the Tang soldiers, even the vast sea of Arabs recoiled in fear from that giant beast.


"Too, too… big!"


A brave and muscular Arab warrior looked up at that golden horn that seemed like the peak of a mountain, and that fortress of a body, and those scarlet eyes. Unconsciously, he began to step back.


The line between myth and reality grew fuzzy. This Behemoth arisen from ancient myths had transcended time and space to descend on the mortal realm.


Roooar!


The Behemoth roared, the sound waves carrying endless pressure and intimidation as they stirred up gales and gusts. Even the clouds in the sky were swept away toward the sun in the east. The sky over the heads of the Arabs was now clear.


Boom! The already fearful Arab warriors panicked, their warhorses fled in fright, and their neat ranks fell into disorder.


The Behemoth Army!


This was one of the legendary armies under the Caliph's control and a symbol of his divine authority. Even the pugnacious Arab warriors regarded them as nightmarish existences.


"They're finally here!" exclaimed an excited and joyful voice.


It could only belong to the supreme existence of the Arabian east, whose authority was second only to the Caliph's: Governor of the East, Abu Muslim. He placed his hands on the armrests of his throne and slowly rose, a powerful energy bursting from his body.


In this world, there was no city that the Arabs could not break, no opponent they could not defeat!


Abu Muslim looked at that Behemoth as if he was looking at his proudest weapon!


This continent had played host to countless formidable civilizations. Just like how the Tibetan Plateau had once produced the powerful Zhangzhung Dynasty, the distant west, along the shores of the sea, had also been home to many powerful cultures. These cultures had vanished long ago, and many of their works had been lost to time.


But there were still remnants of these cultures.


By using a special method found in the ancient texts left by one of these bygone civilizations, the Arabian Empire had interbred fierce and large animals like rhinos, elephants, and lions to create this Behemoth Army. After failing countless times, they had finally succeeded in producing this stalwart guardian of the western border that made their enemies tremble in fear.


There were not many of these Behemoths, but they were the symbol of the Arabian Empire. No fortification existed that could resist the attacks of these beasts.


"Masil!"


Abu Muslim stood in front of his throne, his eyes twinkling as he waved his hand.


After a brief pause, a low and scratchy voice grated at everyone's ears. "Lord Governor!"


It was an extremely sinister voice, as if its owner was a poisonous snake who had slithered out of the ground and put on human skin. Even Ziyad couldn't help but frown.



The Arab generals around Abu Muslim couldn't help but back up, maintaining some distance from that hunchbacked figure in dark red.


Masil was one of the Abbasid Caliph's close attendants as well as the commander of the Behemoth Army.


This person was shrouded in mystery. Nobody knew his background, only that he had suddenly appeared in Baghdad before the Caliph, rapidly gaining his trust. Not long after that, the dreadful Behemoth Army began to take shape.


Masil's background was a mystery, and the Caliph had decreed that all the governors and generals were forbidden from investigating him.


A veteran and renowned general, who had been nominated for a noble title by one of the governors, had once been suspicious of Masil. After sending men to investigate, he was quickly eradicated from the face of the earth. The guards of the Caliph had led the Imperial Guard against his estate, exterminating both him and his entire clan.


This matter had sent massive waves through the Arabian Empire.


Although the Caliph had announced that this general had harbored disloyal thoughts and had been thinking about rebellion, everyone knew the true reason for his death.


From that moment, the mere mention of Masil's name made people pale in fear, and no general dared to approach him.


Abu Muslim silently stared at the red-robed figure slowly approaching him, little emotion in his eyes. Masil had unique status that made many people apprehensive, but Abu Muslim had never had any interest in his identity or background. Moreover, as the Governor of Iron and Blood, Abu Muslim was interested in only one thing: conquering his enemies.


Everything else was secondary.


"I presume that you understand the mission?" Abu Muslim said to the slowly approaching Masil.


Masil was truly a grotesque figure. Half of his face was covered by a red scarf, but even the visible part was dry and cracked, like the bark of a withered tree. Those gray-brown eyes of his twinkled with a wicked light that made anyone who looked into them shiver in fear.


The hunchbacked Masil's lips moved beneath his scarf. "Lord Governor, be at ease. His Majesty gave me the orders when I left. For this Battle of Talas, everything will be done as Lord Governor wishes. Milord will lead the way."


"Mm. Our opponent this time is extremely powerful. Do you see those steel defenses and that city? I need your Behemoths to knock them all down. Leave what comes after to me."


Abu Muslim paused for a moment, his face turning grim.


"Masil, this operation is key to our plans to conquer the entire east, so I hope that you can devote all your strength. You cannot be careless!"


"Haha, Milord, be at ease. In this world, there is no opponent that my Behemoth Army cannot defeat. This is not the first opponent they have conquered, and it will not be the last!"


Masil coldly chuckled. After saying this, he gave a nod and turned around.


Bong bong bong!


The war drums began to bang out the signal to attack. Everyone on the western battlefield focused on that man and the beast by him.


Standing before the fortress-like body of the Behemoth, Masil finally gave the order to attack.


"Kill!"
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Rooooar! With this savage bellow, the earth began to quake, and the air was instantly saturated with tension. Boom! The mountain of a Behemoth spread apart its four legs and began to charge like a lightning bolt at the two defense lines, its golden horn glimmering in the sunlight.


Squish! The enormous hooves thundered down, and one fearful Arab soldier too slow to move was instantly smashed into a metal pancake. The Behemoth continued its charge unperturbed and unimpeded.


Rumble! The battlefield of Talas became like a plank on the ocean, tossing and turning as it was ravaged by winds. Horses neighed in panic, their manes blowing in the wind, and they became much more uneasy and harder to control.


"Hold!"


"Get a handle on the warhorses! Everyone, stay in position! Hold formation!"


"Ballistae, get ready to fire!"


Behind the defense line, the army was in turmoil, the charge of that enormous and savage beast causing an atmosphere of terror to sweep through the world. Even the veteran and resolved Tang warriors couldn't help but feel a deep dread, much less the warhorses.


This battle had already surpassed the bounds of their imagination. This was no longer man versus man, but man versus Behemoth.


"Everyone, get ready!"


A thunderous shout rang in everyone's ears, and in a flash of light, a black silhouette jumped down from the high walls. Leaping Dragon Art! Even a martial artist would die if they jumped down from the lofty walls of Talas, so this technique of Wang Chong's was perfect for such a situation.


Bang! Wang Chong spun in the air several times before landing firmly on one of the steel walls below.


Wang Chong's appearance had a calming effect on the army, and even the panicked mercenaries seemed to find their backbone and go back to preparing for battle. But only Wang Chong knew that his mind was just as astonished and surprised as his soldiers'. After all, he knew that the Behemoth Army should have never appeared on this battlefield. But he showed none of this shock, and his sharp eyes were locked on to the distant charging Behemoth.


The Arabs, the Tang, and the tens of thousands of Tibetans and Turks were watching as this dreadful monster charged. Dalun Ruozan and Huoshu Huicang held their breaths and squinted.


This battle was directly related to the fates of the two empires of the east and west. If Arabia won, the continent would undergo an unprecedented transformation. The Tibetans and Turks, as stakeholders in this struggle, would naturally be drawn into such an upheaval.


"Too powerful! Such powerful vitality! That's not something a human can have, not even Great Generals!"


"Now it's time to see how the Great Tang deals with it. No ordinary methods can stop that!"


"It's a formidable killing blow! The Anxi Protectorate army might end up finished today!"


Huoshu Huicang, Dusong Mangpoje, Duwu Sili, and Dalun Ruozan stood in a row, their clothes flapping in the wind as they watched from the hills.


In the distance, the rhino-shaped Behemoth was getting closer and closer, exuding a stifling wave of dread.


Three thousand zhang, two thousand zhang, one thousand zhang…


The Tang soldiers and mercenaries tightly grasped their weapons, their breathing heavy and their eyes nervous, the stench of death dominating all else.


Wang Chong stood on the steel wall, his hair and clothes being tossed and turned by the wind, his mind unprecedentedly focused.


"Master archer unit, fire!"


Wang Chong's cold voice echoed over the battlefield.


Creakcreak!


The armored master archers standing behind the first defense line pulled their bowstrings to their maximum extent, their muscular physiques and energetic auras indicating that they were all elites of the Anxi Protectorate army. In the era of the Sage Emperor, the Great Tang had placed an unparalleled focus on the Western Regions. The six hundred thousand soldiers of the Great Tang were carefully picked through, with only the best and strongest being sent to the Western Regions to become soldiers of the Anxi Protectorate army.


An archer unit made purely of master archers was something that could only be found in the Anxi Protectorate army. Not even Wang Chong had such a force under him.


Boomboomboom!


The air exploded as thousands of arrows instantly filled the air. The master archers of the Anxi Protectorate army could each fire five to ten arrows at once, and could fire two to three times a second. A hundred-man unit of such master archers was equivalent to three to four thousand regular archers, perhaps even more.


Whooshwhooshwhoosh! The rain of arrows drew a massive arc through the air before descending on the rhino-shaped beast.


But to their stupefaction, of the nearly ten thousand arrows, more than ninety percent bounced off the Behemoth's hide.


Not even the arm strength of a master archer was able to pierce the thick hide of that Behemoth.


"!!!"


Everyone was stunned by this sight. The master archers of the Anxi Protectorate army were the best of the best, and though they were mass-firing, the power of each arrow could shatter stone at a distance of one thousand zhang, and even ordinary armor wouldn't be able to stop one. Yet this beast's hide had managed to repel more than ninety percent of these arrows.


"Impossible!"


Even the spectating Duwu Sili was flabbergasted by this sight.


On the steel wall, Wang Chong's mind was in a state of turmoil—this animal was overturning everything he knew. This beast's body might not have been as hard as steel, but it was far more pliable. Of the arrows that had made no impact, eighty to ninety percent had just bounced off the skin.


This Behemoth's hide is equivalent to a steel wall half a foot thick. The master archers alone won't be enough to deal any effective damage.


Wang Chong's mind whirred as he attempted to calculate the strength of this Behemoth.


The winds around him were only getting fiercer as the Behemoth got closer and closer.


The Tang soldiers were growing more and more panicked, the Behemoth's power making them all tremble in fear.


"Fire again! Reduce the number of arrows fired to only two!" Wang Chong once more ordered to his uneasy army.


"Huang Botian! Get ready! Earthquake Art!


"All other officers, stand ready! Prepare for the Lion's Roar!"


As the tension thickened, Wang Chong's voice was the sole thing holding the army together. Wang Chong issued a string of orders, and the entire Tang army, including the Anxi Protectorate army, began to move.


Twangtwangtwang!


Another thick volley of arrows was fired, crossing the western battlefield to fall upon the Behemoth. After taking in the lesson of the first volley, the archers had reduced the number of arrows so that each arrow had more power.


The effects were immediately apparent. Swishswishswish! They could all hear the sound of the metal arrows plunging into the hide. The several thousand arrows had all entered the Behemoth's body, not a single one being deflected.


But before they could cheer, they were silenced by the beast's reaction.


Even though it had thousands of arrows rising from its skin, the Behemoth showed no reaction whatsoever. Let alone slow its speed, it didn't even blink. It was like the arrows had never been fired.


"This massive beast… what, what thick skin!" one of the Qixi soldiers said with wide eyes, his throat gurgling.


Around him, countless soldiers similarly showed fear in their eyes. Normal animals had only thin hides, but this was clearly not the case with this massive beast. The thickness of its skin seemed to even exceed the length of the arrows, which were three feet long.


This was merely the Behemoth's first layer of defense, but this alone was enough to render many of their attacks ineffective.


At this moment, Wang Chong was the only person who maintained his calm. As he stared at the distant creature, his mind constantly calculated.


Fifteen hundred zhang!


One thousand zhang!


It was getting closer and closer, the shaking causing the ground to rise and fall by half a foot. At this distance, the soldiers felt like they were ants looking up at an elephant. The psychological impact of this sight was difficult to describe. Even Wang Chong began to feel an intense danger, the stench of death surging at him in waves, threatening to overtake him at any moment.


Eight, seven, six, five, four…


Wang Chong silently counted down, and at 'one', he immediately gave the order.


"Begin!"


"Okay!"


All the officers of the Tang army, including Wang Chong and Gao Xianzhi, totaling more than fifteen hundred, bellowed as one with the Lion's Roar. In an instant, invisible waves of sound began to spread out from the steel walls, rapidly merging into a torrential wave that swept over the western battlefield, including the rhino-shaped Behemoth.
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The moment the Lion's Roar was unleashed, Wang Chong, the recently-arrived Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, Wang Chong's father Wang Yan, his big brother Wang Fu, Li Siye, and all the other officers nervously watched the dreadful Behemoth. The enormous beast seemed to sense something, and it appeared to momentarily slow down. But before any of the Tang could celebrate, the Behemoth launched its counterattack…


Roooar!


A stentorian bellow louder than the combined roar of all the Tang officers emerged from its mouth, and an enormous pressure descended from the sky. Neeeigh! Several hundred well-trained horses finally broke under the pressure, breaking free of their riders and fleeing the defense line. The Tang army itself was frightened and alarmed by the Behemoth, cries of shock and fear rising from its ranks.


"It's useless," Dalun Ruozan suddenly said. "These enormous beasts of the Arabs are different from the elephants of Mengshe Zhao. They don't have the same weakness of elephants in a fear of loud noises. Using a solution for elephants against these beasts simply isn't plausible!"


In the war of the southwest, Wang Chong had employed the same method to defeat the White Elephant Corps of Mengshe Zhao, but it was now apparent that he had been too optimistic if he believed that a similar method would work against the Arabian Behemoths. Although the Tibetans were not taking part in this battle, Dalun Ruozan had been keeping a close watch on Wang Chong's movements. Right now, not even Dalun Ruozan could think of a way to address this crisis. Deep within his heart, Dalun Ruozan wished for Wang Chong to be defeated, but he also wished that he would not lose to anyone except him…


Eight hundred zhang!


The Lion's Roar of the Tang officers had not only failed to stop the Behemoth, but had even provoked it. Rooooar! The earth quaked as the furious Behemoth charged with all its strength, the massive edifice of its body getting even faster. This embodiment of terror and destruction struck fear into all who looked upon it, making them feel like they were trapped in their worst nightmare.


Wang Chong, Li Siye, Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, Wang Yan, Wang Fu… all the commanders of the Great Tang side were focused, their expressions anxious. The Behemoth's speed was very fast, leaving them little time. A method had to be thought of to deal with this beast as quickly as possible.


The most problematic thing was that the Tang were in no position to fall back or flee. If they fell back, the walls would be broken, and if they fled… the sixty thousand Tibetan and Turkic cavalry behind them made that impossible.


"Huang Botian… it's up to you!"


Wang Chong turned to those several rapidly running figures in the distance.


"Ha!"


At a distance of around six hundred zhang, a roar suddenly rose from the blustery winds. At this moment, Huang Botian and five other Earth element Wushang villagers capable of using the Stone General technique lowered their bodies and pressed their hands against the ground, using one of the supreme skills of the Stone General.


"Earthquake Art!!"


It was not necessary to lower one's body and press one's hand against the ground to use the Earthquake Art, at least not for Earth element experts at Huang Botian and the five Wushang villagers' level. However, for the sake of unleashing a large-scale Earthquake Art, these six Earth element warriors had chosen to lower their bodies to the ground so they could exert all their power.


Rumble! Ripples began to appear in the quaking earth and rapidly began to spread out. The ripples of vibration caused the firm earth to rapidly soften.


Land subsidence!


This was one of the Earthquake Art's abilities. It could convert hard earth into soft slurry that the enemy would sink into. Huang Botian rarely used this ability, much less on the battlefield of Talas. This was because the earth of this area was abnormally hard, the layer of bedrock much thicker than usual.


To use a land subsidence technique here was extremely draining, even for a peak Imperial Martial warrior like Huang Botian. Buzz! As the earth softened and lost texture, Huang Botian and his fellow villagers began to pale, cold beads of sweat emerging from their foreheads.


Rumble! The Arabian Behemoth was getting closer and closer. Huang Botian could now sense an intense danger. If struck by the beast, even he would be finished.


"Go! Hurry!"


With this order, the six men immediately shot off in six different directions. Behind them, the dreadful Behemoth was so close that everyone else had nearly stopped breathing from how nervous they were. The subsidence technique was complete, but the Behemoth only needed to adjust its direction for Huang Botian's group to be pulverized.


Ten, nine, eight, seven…


The distance was shrinking, but the Behemoth did not do as the all the Tang soldiers had feared. The morning sun plated the rhino-shaped Behemoth in a layer of red light, and it had not even noticed Huang Botian and his men. Neither its speed nor direction had changed.


Bang!


As they all watched, it roared, one of its enormous feet seemed to land on a void, and it rapidly began to sink. In the blink of an eye, everything below the neck was underground.


Boom!


A burst of cheers exploded out from the Tang army in celebration.


"Wonderful!"


"A good show from General Huang! It's been caught! It's really been caught!"


"Truly impressive!"


The oppressive and nervous mood instantly evaporated, and the Tang soldiers slightly relaxed. What man feared the most was the unknown. Only when one faced down this divine Arabian Behemoth did one truly understand how much fear and danger one could feel. The strength of man seemed immaterial in the face of such an enormous beast.


But a simple subsidence technique from Huang Botian's group had succeeded in using this beast's own weight against it to capture it in the earth.


"Kill it!"


The morale of the soldiers swelled, all of them anxious to strike. With the Behemoth trapped under the ground and unable to move, it could only wait to be slaughtered.


"Lord Marquis, I will bring some men to kill it!"


Xue Qianjun clasped his hands together, his eyes blazing. The countless soldiers behind him were also ready to attack. While the beast was still trapped underground, they could attack as one. No matter how formidable and dreadful it was, how heavy it weighed or how thick its skin, the only thing awaiting it was death!


Enough ants could gnaw an elephant to death!


"Wait!"


Wang Chong suddenly raised his hand to halt his men.


His brow was tightly furrowed, his expression as grave as it could be. With the beast captured, the strategic objective had been achieved, but for some reason, Wang Chong still felt extremely uneasy, as if things were not as simple as they seemed.


"Hmph!"


No one noticed that while the Behemoth was trapped underground, the red-robed commander of the Behemoth Army, Masil, was coldly sneering, a smile dripping with derision on his face. One was being far too childish if they believed a meager land subsidence technique would be enough to deal with the Behemoths that he had personally trained.


If the Behemoths were really that easy to deal with, they would have never become one of the anchors holding down the Arabian Empire, much less an army that made all the surrounding countries quail in fear.


"How foolish!"


Masil was not one bit perturbed that the Behemoth had been trapped underground. These Tang men of the east had no idea what sort of power they were facing. He had noticed that pit in the ground. He had not commanded the Behemoth to go around because he did not care, because it did not matter.


Bang!


As if responding to Masil's thoughts, the trapped rhino-shaped Behemoth roared as its enormous body suddenly exploded with a mountain-sundering strength. Booom! The rocks, dirt, and gravel in a radius of several dozen zhang exploded, blowing the energy of the land subsidence art into bits as well. As debris flew through the air, the Behemoth shook its body and jumped out of the hole.


After a moment of stunned disbelief, the soldiers began to panic.



"Not good!"


"The monster managed to get free!"


"Careful, careful! Get back!"


The astonishing strength the Behemoth had used to break free had left all of them flabbergasted and fearful. The land subsidence art had only further provoked it, and its body seethed with savagery and killing intent.


Rooooar! The golden horn waved through the air, stirring up gusts, and the Behemoth began to charge at the first defense line once more.


"Beast, stop for me!"


A thunderous roar echoed through the skies, and a huge fist made of countless bits of stone smashed against the rhino-shaped Behemoth's head.


"Stone General!"


"No, that's General Huang Botian!"


Under the sunlight, a massive general made of stone rose from the earth to appear next to the Behemoth. The enormous physique was five to six times larger than the ordinary form of the Stone General.


Stone General, Advanced Form!


This was the Stone General formed from the combined might of Huang Botian and the other five Earth element warriors. These six warriors were divided amongst the head, arms, body, and legs, their combined abilities working to form this Stone General of unprecedented size.
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Bang! Bang!


Hot on the heels of the Stone General's first fist was the second. One punch after another flew at the rhino-shaped Behemoth's head. In this short period of time, the Stone General had thrown six punches, each one with incredible weight behind it. This was the strength of warriors, something that pure beasts could not possess.


But the Behemoth's counterattack was also extremely vicious. With a toss of its horn, it smashed into the Stone General. Boom! Crack! The enormous Stone General formed from six experts was blown to pieces with just a single strike of the Behemoth's overwhelming strength. The six men along with countless rocks flew out from the wreckage like they had been fired from cannons.


Plush!


While still in the air, Huang Botian trembled and vomited blood.


"Too powerful!"


Huang Botian's unfocused eyes were wide open, his face pale as he felt a deep despair. The six of them had combined their strength into a massive Stone General, but in front of that dreadful Behemoth, they had been like a blade of grass, not even worth a mention.


Milord, I've done all I could. You'll have to rely on yourselves now!


With this final thought, Huang Botian fell unconscious.


"General Huang!"


Cries of alarm rose from the Tang soldiers on the ground. Everything had happened too quickly. From the moment Huang Botian and his men had combined their might into the Stone General to the moment they been knocked away, not even a full second had passed. Not even Wang Chong had time to react, much less anyone else.


"Someone, hurry and save General Huang's men!"


"Yes!"


Wang Chong had barely spoken before Xue Qianjun lunged forward with several elites, headed in the direction that Huang Botian's men had been sent flying. But the crisis had only just begun. The enraged Behemoth's eyes were bloodshot, and it was approaching the walls with a terrifying speed.


Five hundred zhang, four hundred zhang, three hundred zhang…


The Behemoth was now less than one thousand meters from the steel defense line, and its speed was faster than ever. Its four pillar-like legs swiftly rose and fell, each stomp thundering on everyone's hearts, unleashing earth-shattering jolts and quakes.


Hwoom!


The fierce winds stirred dust and sand that clouded the area in front of the defense line, but the Behemoth's body was clear and visible. The enormous golden horn seemed to have pierced the skies, and the contemptuous gaze of its eyes of blood struck fear into all the soldiers. With the battle imminent, the atmosphere was so oppressive that it became difficult to breathe.


There was no more time to think about the crisis or how to escape. Countless gazes were now focused on the enormous beast.


Two hundred zhang!


The distance was closing!


"Ballistae! Ready!"


A cold and determined voice resounded through the air. Wang Chong stood on a steel wall, his hair blowing in the wind, his eyes shining with unprecedented focus. In a flash of cold light, Wang Chong swept his sword through the air, allowing the sun to reflect upon its edge.


Creakcreak!


The ballista began to ready up behind the first defense line!


This was the first time Wang Chong was personally commanding the ballista army. All the nearly three thousand ballistae were lined up at the gaps, the cold tips of their bolts pointed outward. The entirety of the ballistae brought from Qixi were participating in this battle of man versus beast.


In addition, the several hundred ballistae belonging to the Anxi Protectorate army also began to aim at the Behemoth.


The greatest drawback of ballistae was their accuracy, but it was impossible to miss such a large target.


As the more than three thousand ballistae took the field, the battlefield fell silent, time seeming to stop.


Every person's heart was loudly thumping in anxiety.


The ballistae were the strongest move available to the army, its trump card. The sharpness, strength, and damaging ability of their bolts far exceeded those of regular bows. This was the last measure that could be used against the Behemoth. If this were unsuccessful as well, then probably nothing in the army could threaten it.


One hundred zhang!


Only three hundred meters remained, and even Gao Xianzhi was getting nervous. If they could not stop this Behemoth, the one hundred thousand Tang soldiers would be completely wiped out, Talas would be destroyed, and Anxi, Qixi, and maybe even Longxi would all fall into enemy hands.


"Release!"


Wang Chong swung his Wootz Steel sword down, and the entire world seemed to go still.


Bang!


More than three thousand ballistae fired, their sharp and thick bolts rising like dragons breaking out of the sea, howling through the air to fall upon the Behemoth.


Bang! A ballista bolt struck, leaving a bloody wound on the Behemoth's body as it vanished within. This was only the beginning, as soon there was a second, a third, a fourth… Not one of the more than three thousand ballista bolts was repelled, and the Behemoth now sported more than three thousand bloody holes.


Owwww!


The seemingly invincible and unstoppable rhino-shaped beast finally gave a howl of pain, wounded for the first time. The heavy weaponry that had allowed the Great Tang to dominate the world had finally managed to wound this beast that had stepped out from the realm of myth.


"How could this be!"


Even the distant Masil couldn't help but be shocked. This was the first time since the Behemoth Army had been established that a weapon belonging to another empire had been able to harm one of his Behemoths.


Bang!


The steel defense lines once more exploded with cheers. The three thousand ballistae had finally given the Behemoth a painful blow.


"Release!"


Wang Chong swung his sword down without hesitation as he gave the order to fire.


The three thousand ballistae fired another volley, their bolts once more howling through the air and vanishing into the Behemoth's body.


"Release!"


In the blink of an eye, a third volley was fired, another wave of bolts vanishing within. The morale of the army was at its peak, their cheers reaching the heavens. But Wang Chong quickly sensed that something was wrong.


Three volleys, more than ten thousand ballista bolts, had been fired into the beast, and while the Behemoth had clearly wavered and slowed, the much-anticipated sight of the Behemoth collapsing had not occurred. Despite its wounds, the Behemoth was still charging at the defense line.


Wang Chong could still feel that its enormous body was humming with life and vigor.


There was no sign that this Behemoth was on the verge of dropping dead!


"Shit! Tenth unit, fifteenth unit, seventeenth unit, twenty-eighth unit… all of you, retreat!"


Wang Chong's sharp order resounded through the army.


"Lord Protector-General, General Cheng, Father… prepare to move out!"


The vitality of this beast was simply too great. Ten thousand ballista bolts were enough to sweep the battlefield of sixty thousand soldiers, but they could not deliver a fatal blow to this monster. It was injured and moving slower, but it was still advancing.


Boom! An enormous foot slammed down, unleashing a cloud of dust. Fifty zhang…


The distance was closing!


Thirty zhang!


At a distance of one hundred meters, anyone who looked up at this Behemoth would truly feel insignificant. The lives of humans were truly weak and feeble before such a beast. Even a peak Saint Martial Imperial Great General could not compare to the Behemoth.


Bang! The foot of this monster, larger than five horses, swept past a steel wall. With a metal clattering, this steel wall that had stood up against the constant attacks of the Arab army was pulled off the ground and sent flying through the air.


"Ah!"


Ten-some Tang cavalry too slow to react were struck by the flying wall and carried away. But this was not the end, as the enormous foot descended from the heavens, no longer smashing against any steel wall, but plummeting straight onto the massed ranks of the army.


Crush! Blood immediately gushed over the earth. Twenty-some unlucky Ferghanan mercenaries and Qixi soldiers didn't even have time to scream before they were flattened into metal pancakes.


"Damn it!"


Wang Chong grimaced at this sight, his eyes turning red. The Behemoth's body was simply too massive, allowing it to cover vast distances with each step. Even though he had taken precautions, he had still failed to stop the beast.


"Godking Yama Formation!"


In a flash of light, an enormous four-armed god with a savage expression rose from the earth, immediately sending two vicious punches at the Behemoth. At almost the same moment, Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, Wang Yan, Banahan, and the other experts of the army mobilized.


"Six Ultimate Majesties God Technique!"


"Supreme Desolation God Formation!"


"Mighty Miracle God Formation!"


"Great Fire Crow Art!"


Three mighty gods, four experts of the Great General level, and several Brigadier Generals began to attack. Boom! Bang! Boom!Their attacks exploded on the Behemoth's body. Even this enormous monster felt threatened and pressured by so many experts. Though unstoppable before, it was now suffering serious wounds.
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Awoooo!


The rhino-shaped Behemoth let out an extremely shrill howl as blood fountained out from its body, sloshing down in waterfalls to drench the cavalry below in blood.


Wang Chong's Godking Yama chose a different approach from the other combatants. Its four arms shot out like lightning bolts at the entry sites of the ballista bolts, unleashing blasts of Stellar Energy that pushed the thick ballista bolts even deeper into the Behemoth.


Wang Chong's goal was to have these bolts shoot right into the organs of the Behemoth.


"Attack its head! And do your utmost to push the ballista bolts into its organs!" Wang Chong sharply called out, and the Tang generals immediately began to unleash a storm of attacks on the beast's head.


On the ground, many cavalrymen had taken up formation and were charging at the four pillars that were the Behemoth's legs, some of them even leaping from their horses and plunging their Wootz Steel swords into the limbs so that they could climb up.


"Gao Xianzhi, Wang Chong, Wang Yan, and Cheng Qianli have all entered the fray," the commander of the Mutri Great Cavalry, Huoba Sangye, suddenly said. "Even this massive beast will find it hard to stand against four opponents of the Great General level. It seems that just one of these beasts is not enough!"


One hundred thousand soldiers were attacking a single enormous monster, producing a breathtaking battle. Most striking of all were the three gods and Anxi Protector-General Gao Xianzhi. Even this enormous Behemoth could not suppress the radiance of these four supreme foes, and its plaintive howls clearly indicated that there was a problem.


"It's not that simple! Those four truly aren't weaklings, but that massive beast isn't that easy to eliminate!" Celestial Wolf Great General Duwu Sili was watching the battle through narrowed eyes as he replied to Huoba Sangye.


"Ah?"


Huoba Sangye turned his head in surprise.


"You haven't noticed? Although that monster has been injured and its aura has weakened, its vitality is still flourishing and exuberant. Its hide is far too tough. The attacks of Gao Xianzhi and the others are only able to get through three or four layers before being stopped," Duwu Sili slowly explained, his hands held behind his back.


"Duwu Sili is correct." Dalun Ruozan spoke in his graceful voice, his body exuding an elegant air. "Beasts are still beasts, and they can't compare to humans. They can't learn martial arts or use techniques, but they do have one advantage: a tenacious vitality. If Gao Xianzhi and Wang Chong want to kill this enormous beast, it will take some time and come at a great price."


Huoba Sangye gazed in a daze, his eyes glancing between the pair. He then turned back to observe the battle with a pensive look on his face.


Everything went exactly as Dalun Ruozan and Duwu Sili had surmised. The Behemoth was roaring, but the pain drove it into a frenzy, unleashing all its energy. It raised its golden horn, and Wang Chong's father Wang Yan was its first target. Unable to hold his ground, he was sent flying, after which the beast threw its massive body at Cheng Qianli's Supreme Desolation God. Cheng Qianli was unable to stand firm. Clangclangclang! He took several steps back, almost completely falling over.


"Damn it!"


Even Gao Xianzhi was forced to beat a retreat before the attacks of the Behemoth. It was simply too powerful, and though it had been heavily injured, it would still take some time to kill. In addition, the beast's golden horn gave off an extremely dangerous feeling.


Seeing the Behemoth lower its horn at Wang Chong, Gao Xianzhi gave a cry of warning. "Wang Chong, careful! It's coming for you!"


"Bastard!"


Wang Chong punched out. He was just now realizing that even though he was in the Godking Yama form, he had no suitable weapons at hand. The vajra pestle made from Stellar Energy was of little use against a hardy creature like this Behemoth, and the Wootz Steel sword wouldn't even be able to get any deeper than the surface of its skin.


Wang Chong could only clench his teeth and face the charge of the Behemoth. The army was right behind him, meaning that he could not retreat. If the Behemoth were allowed to get into the ranks, it would take only a few seconds to wreak gruesome casualties on the Tang army.


"Get out of my way!"


The four arms of the Godking Yama shot forward, two of the steely arms grabbing at the golden horn while the other two pushed against the head. The Godking Yama leaned forward, its two legs bracing against the earth as it exerted all its power.


Rumble! The earth quaked, and Wang Chong's legs drew two massive fissures in the ground as they were pushed back several dozen zhang. He had managed to stop the charge, but the Behemoth was still as lively as ever. The charge had thrown the army into chaos, and more mercenaries and Tang soldiers had once more been flattened. The area in a radius of a hundred zhang was a scene of corpse-covered chaos.


This simple charge had led to the deaths of at least four thousand men under the Behemoth's feet.


Unacceptable! It must be killed as quickly as possible! Wang Chong anxiously said to himself, clenching his teeth.


This Behemoth was still some ways from being felled. The longer it remained alive, the more soldiers would be killed. The losses would be ten times, perhaps even several dozen times, the current number. As the commander of the army, Wang Chong could not retreat.


"Cheng Qianli, Wang Yan, hurry and help him!"


Gao Xianzhi's voice rang out as he led the charge. But before the rest of them could join him…


Roooar!


With an earth-shaking roar, the Behemoth grew even more savage, an enormous energy exploding from within. Unable to proceed any farther in Wang Chong's direction, it broke free of Wang Chong's grip and began to charge in another direction.


"Not good!"


Everyone paled at this sight. This was the desperate struggle of a cornered animal. It seemed like this savage beast of the Arabs grew stronger the more it was injured. The closer it was to death, the more of its potential was stimulated. If it could not be controlled, it would render the area between the two defense lines into a living hell.


Boom! With no time to think, Wang Chong immediately mounted the rhino-shaped Behemoth. At this abrupt scene, even the distant Masil and the Celestial Wolf Great General Duwu Sili couldn't help but widen their eyes.


This fellow is truly a madman!


This was the thought of Duwu Sili and the other spectating generals. It was plain to see that the beast had gone berserk. In this state, not even Masil, the commander of the Behemoth Army, was capable of controlling it.


"I have to stop it!"


Wang Chong's Godking Yama was completely tensed up and ignorant of the outside world. All of his focus was on the Behemoth.


Bang! Wang Chong smashed a fist at the Behemoth's head, and then a second, a third, a fourth. The four arms began to rain down punches at the monster, but this still was not enough to stop it. Wang Chong could sense the flame of its vitality dimming and weakening, but it was still not dead. More importantly, without all four of them there to stop the beast, it was able to push its enormous body forward.


"Ah!"


Panicked and fearful cries came from the ground. Pile after pile of soldiers was being crushed under the Behemoth's feet in every moment, their blood gushing out. Many of them didn't even have time to scream before they were pulped.


Wang Chong's heart was bleeding from the losses. He could tell that at least five thousand soldiers had now been killed. If he could not stop the rhino-shaped beast, this number would continue to climb.


"Stop it!"


At this crucial moment, Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, Wang Yan, Xi Yuanqing, and the others finally arrived. The Mighty Miracle God, the Supreme Desolation God, and Gao Xianzhi finally managed to hold the maddened beast down. Boomboomboom!One heavy punch after another landed on the Behemoth while the chains of Cheng Qianli's Supreme Desolation God whipped through the air, wrapping around the beast to hold it down.


Their joint efforts had finally succeeded in capturing the beast. Swooshswooshswoosh! Gao Xianzhi sent fierce rays of Sword Qi into the Behemoth's body, each one rewarded with a gushing stream of blood.


Wang Chong, Cheng Qianli, Wang Yan, Xi Yuanqing… all the experts, alongside the agile Wushang Cavalry, fists, vajra pestles, Stellar Energy, Wootz Steel swords, and ballistae, were attacking the Behemoth, causing its vitality to rapidly drop. But despite these serious wounds, it was still not dead.


It was still struggling, still trying to push forward, its vitality far more dreadful than imagined.


"Perhaps… we can use this chance to strike and kill them!"


As Duwu Sili gazed at the distant battle of man versus Behemoth, his eyes began to shine with cold light. These abrupt words left even Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje dazed. But after a brief moment of thought, their eyes brightened as well.


The Behemoth's charge had already thrown the Tang formation into chaos. In this state, if the Tibetans and Turks attacked, they might be able to increase the chaos or even rout the Tang.


Although they were hesitant at first, they slowly began to come around to the idea.


However, neither Huoshu Huicang, Dusong Mangpoje, nor Duwu Sili chose to act on their own, their eyes instead turning toward another.



                                                                        Chapter 950: Wang Chong's Hidden Move! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




"We will be striking, but now is not the right time…"


As if sensing the gazes of the three Great Generals, Dalun Ruozan spoke, but his reply left them dazed and confused.


"But will it not be a great pity if we miss this opportunity?" Duwu Sili said.


The winds caused Dalun Ruozan's wide sleeves to dance as he shook his head.


"Have none of you noticed? Such an excellent chance, but the Arabs have still done nothing!"


These words immediately caused the mood on the hills to shift. The three Imperial Great Generals frowned, turning to the Arabs as one. Looking past the two defense lines, they saw the vast Arab army to the west, a black sea that stretched to the horizon.


But it was precisely as Dalun Ruozan had said. Even though the Behemoth's attack had provided such an excellent chance, the Arabs remained like an unmoving fortress, showing no intention to attack.


The three Great Generals fell silent, their brows furrowing even tighter.


"The Arabs have remained silent. If they are not attacking, that can only mean one thing: Abu Muslim does not believe that this is the ideal chance to strike… They still have more moves waiting in reserve!" Dalun Ruozan said, his eyes glowing with wisdom.


The trio were silent, but the shock was plain on their faces. This was an impressive beginning, but if the Arabs still had more methods up their sleeves, then the Tang army at Talas was truly facing an unavoidable calamity.


Most shocking of all was that the Arabs apparently had even more dreadful moves. With such power at their command, who could possibly stand against them?


"This is still a war between Arabia and the Great Tang. We already did all we could earlier, so it's not right for us to once more supersede the host. Moreover, even though the Tang army is in chaos, they still have the strength to counterattack. Don't forget, with their formations, they have at least four Imperial Great Generals on their side. If we force the issue right now, we might ourselves fall into chaos, and if we take heavy casualties, the Arabs might view us with contempt," Dalun Ruozan said.


These last words sent a tremor through the three men. As generals, they only thought about how to defeat their opponent on the battlefield. In political matters, their insights were much less clear and penetrating than Dalun Ruozan's.


It was true. While the Tibetans and Turks had agreed to ally with the Arabs, it was not a very deep alliance. If their impulsiveness caused a large drop in strength, drawing the disdain of the Arabs and the end of the alliance, the losses would far outweigh the gains.


And neither Duwu Sili nor Huoshu Huicang wished to confront those enormous Behemoths!


"Heh!"


Dalun Ruozan softly chuckled, knowing that the generals had understood.


"Intimidation is far more useful than actually attacking. Just by standing here, we block the retreat path of the Tang. This is the true threat we pose. Right now, they don't dare to retreat, but if we do actually begin to attack, at least half of the Tang will use this chance to escape… That truly wouldn't be worth the gain."


……


While Dalun Ruozan was counseling the three generals, the four Great Tang commanders behind the steel defense lines were in the final stretch of their battle with the Behemoth. Wang Chong's Godking Yama was seated on the enormous rhino-shaped beast, pummeling its body with the vajra pestle, his other three arms also raining punches down on the monster.


But in the midst of this fierce assault, Wang Chong suddenly had a strange feeling. It was like there was a flame within him that was exactly the same as the one burning within the Behemoth.


The Strength of Lu Wu!


This flash of insight seemed to break Wang Chong out of a trance.


"What's going on here?"


Wang Chong froze for a moment. He could sense that the Strength of Lu Wu that had been quiet all this time had suddenly awakened, even developing a powerful attraction toward the Behemoth. Wang Chong could sense that this desire to devour, this hunger, was only getting stronger and stronger.


Bang!


There was no more time to think. Wang Chong bellowed and punched, and the moment his fist shot forth, a violet flame immediately engulfed it and slammed into the Behemoth.


Awoooo!


The Behemoth which had still been struggling in madness just moments ago now gave a howl of unprecedented pain. Its thick vitality was instantly given a hefty blow, this attack dealing more damage in one go than any previous attack.


Not only that, Wang Chong could sense that the moment the punch connected, a mighty stream of vitality had flowed from the Behemoth to himself.


"Wonderful!"


Invigorated, Wang Chong immediately poured out more of the Strength of Lu Wu, wrapping all four arms of the Godking Yama in violet flame. Bangbangbang! The four arms began to rain down punches on the head of the rhino-shaped Behemoth.


Crack! The final blazing punch crashed into the golden horn, and with a crack, the horn broke off the base and went flying. Without its horn, the Behemoth gave one last miserable cry before crashing forward into the ground.


Rumble! The collapse of the Behemoth caused the earth to quake and large portions of the steel defense line to be sent flying.


After suffering the attacks of tens of thousands of arrows, the concentrated fire of three thousand ballistae, and the flurry of blows from four Great Generals, the life of the Behemoth had finally run out.


"We finally succeeded!"


The voice of Gao Xianzhi came from behind Wang Chong. As Gao Xianzhi jumped down from the enormous body of the Behemoth, he appeared slightly pale. The Behemoth had not posed much of a threat to him, but its formidable vitality had forced Gao Xianzhi to consume a significant amount of energy.


"This situation is extremely bad for us. I sense that the Arabs are using this method to grind away at our strength."


On the other end, Cheng Qianli's Supreme Desolation God flicked its wrist and called back the chains of Stellar Energy around the Behemoth. His complexion was also not very good. In this battle, he had exerted all his strength so as to lessen the casualties in the army.


"Let's leave that matter for later. The urgent task right now is to consolidate the army."


Wang Yan appeared at this moment. As a commander, he was far more concerned about the state of the army. The Behemoth had actually spent very little time behind the defense line, but this brief period of time had been destructive to the army. The one hundred thousand soldiers from Qixi were in utter disarray, with no formation to speak of.


"Chong-er, how are you doing?"


Wang Yan turned in concern toward his son.


Everyone instantly turned in concern toward Wang Chong. The Godking Yama was currently seated atop the Behemoth, motionless, apparently in deep thought, an extremely strange expression on its face.


"I'm fine."


Wang Chong shook his head as he woke from his stupor. In a dazzling flash of light, Wang Chong dispersed the Godking Yama and returned to his original appearance, and he soon jumped off the Behemoth's corpse.


"All soldiers, hear my order! Resume your positions!


"Ballista teams, listen up! Prepare for an attack at any moment!


"Li Siye, Sun Zhiming, consolidate the army and get a count of the casualties!


"Banahan, Guli, Gangke King, I need all of you to calm down your people as quickly as possible!"


As he landed on the ground, Wang Chong quickly calmed down and began to issue clear and precise orders. The chaotic army quickly began to stabilize. With these orders issued, Wang Chong finally had some time to examine the Behemoth. Only by standing next to it could one understand its enormity and the dreadful power surging through it.


Although the Behemoth was dead, in the moment before its death, it had left an indelible impression on the Tang.


"Lord Marquis, we've finished the count," Li Siye said as he walked out from the rear. "In this assault, we lost around ten thousand men. Most of them were trampled to death by the beast. In addition, around two thousand warhorses were frightened by the beast and fled. More importantly, the morale of army is extremely low. Our men are doing well, but those mercenaries from the Western Regions have been greatly affected. They're all showing signs of refusing battle. If we don't address this problem, a good portion of our soldiers might break and flee once the battle begins."


"Not only that, a long portion of the defense line was destroyed by that enormous beast." Xue Qianjun also walked up, cupping his fist and bowing. "They have to be repaired as quickly as possible. Besides that, the corpse of this monster is a large problem on its own. With its corpse just lying there, an area of more than fifty-some zhang can't be repaired. If we can't fix this gap, it will have a massive effect on our defenses."


"Don't worry about this Behemoth. Not even the Arabs will be able to climb over its corpse. As for the destroyed parts of the defense line, hurry and call people over to repair it. In addition, Zhang Shouzhi!"


Wang Chong paused.


"Your subordinate is here!"


Zhang Shouzhi quickly strode forward.


"What is the progress on that weapon?" Wang Chong asked.


His question sent a jolt through Cheng Qianli, Gao Xianzhi, and Wang Yan, causing them to all turn to look. Wang Chong was the main commander of the army, and no one challenged him in this position, so these generals rarely interfered with his decisions. However, even someone as calm and composed as Gao Xianzhi was left astonished by Wang Chong's words just now.


This Arabian Behemoth had appeared very suddenly and without any warning, such that not even Gao Xianzhi knew anything about it. But based on Wang Chong's reaction, had he already been preparing for such a scenario?
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"Lord Marquis, from the moment that monster appeared, we began to set it up, but the construction of this giant ballista is extremely complicated and time-consuming. I am afraid that it will take some more time until it is complete."


Zhang Shouzhi lowered his head and bowed.


"Wang Chong, just what's going on here? What is this giant ballista?"


Gao Xianzhi finally could no longer suppress his questions. The Great Tang had ballistae, but he had never heard of any giant ballistae. These giant ballistae apparently needed to be put together and required a long time to set up, but Gao Xianzhi had heard nothing about them.


"In the war of the southwest, the Tibetans had an army of giant soldiers. Milord should know about this matter," Wang Chong said.


Gao Xianzhi nodded. The war of the southwest had had far-reaching effects. Gao Xianzhi had investigated the matter, so he knew that such a thing had happened.


"But what does that have to do with this?"


"These giant ballistae were meant to deal with those giants!" Wang Chong frankly admitted.


Gao Xianzhi's face froze in surprise.


"Ever since the end of the war of the southwest, I wanted to make a weapon that could be used against this sort of massive opponent, but the progress has never been very smooth. The construction of the Great Tang ballistae has always been a secret, and there's never been an idea for giant ballistae before, much less anyone attempting to build one. Thus, even though a lot of time and energy has been put into this endeavor, only a little progress has been achieved."


Wang Chong had been privately researching giant ballistae to deal with the Skyquaking Giants, not to deal with this sort of enormous Behemoth. But there was no other option now, and Wang Chong could only try every method he had available to him. Even though the others might not know, Wang Chong was well aware that the Arabs did not just have one of these Behemoths. This assault was merely the prelude.


While Wang Chong was speaking with Gao Xianzhi and the others, in the distance, Abu Muslim stood in the rear of his army, his gaze fixed on the sprawling corpse of the Behemoth. After a long time, he slowly looked away.


"It was a failure. It seems that not even the Behemoth can break the Tang defense line!"


Ziyad frowned as he spoke. He had originally been full of hope for the Behemoth Army, but this was not the result he had desired.


Abu Muslim remained silent, his face emotionless as he slowly turned his head in another direction. Ten zhang away stood the silent figure of Masil in his dark red robes, the commander of the Behemoth Army.


"This is just a coincidence!" As if understanding the meaning of Abu Muslim's gaze, Masil clenched his teeth and retorted, "There is no enemy that my Behemoth Army cannot destroy, no city that my Behemoth Army cannot crush. Give me one more chance and I will destroy them, tear apart their defense line, crush their fortifications!"


Masil clenched his fists. Never had he imagined that he would meet four Imperial Great Generals on one battlefield. This was no normal occurrence. Most countries the Arabs encountered did not even have this many Great Generals.


Abu Muslim finally spoke, his voice calm and flat. "You don't need to destroy them, only tear apart their defenses and crush their fortifications… The rest isn't your concern."


No matter how formidable the Behemoths were, their intellect was no match for that of humans. Abu Muslim had never planned for them to utterly vanquish his foe.


Perhaps they could destroy the Tang army, but they would never be able to deal with Wang Chong, Gao Xianzhi, and the other elite generals!


"You!!"


Masil's eyes instantly exploded with rage. This was a naked disgrace and defamation. He was the commander of the Behemoth Army and a trusted aide of the Caliph. No governor had ever treated him this way.


"Do not forget His Majesty's decree. On this eastern battlefield, I am the highest commander. Everything is carried out according to my order!" Abu Muslim sternly said, his expression as cold as steel, brooking no objection. "Let us not even speak about killing the enemy commanders. If you cannot even complete a simple mission like destroying the defense lines and the walls, I will kill you without hesitation. Not even the Caliph will be able to save you!"


Masil fell silent. Although Abu Muslim's words were extremely humiliating, all was precisely as he had said. In the east, Abu Muslim was the true ruler. Even though Masil was unwilling, he still had to deeply bow before the east's Governor of Iron and Blood, lowering his head.


"Just as you wish, Lord Governor. I will complete your mission!"


"I will wait here for your report!"


Abu Muslim gave Masil a deep glance, and then looked away.


……


The battle was over, but the tension was only increasing.


Behind the first defense line, a crowd of craftsmen had gathered, busy at work. Countless large pieces were scattered around them, and in the middle, a large device was taking shape. From its outline, it was twenty to thirty meters long. Such a large weapon was not something that five or six people could operate.


Although it was still not finished, one could tell from its complexity and massive exterior that it was certain to be an extremely powerful weapon.


This was Wang Chong's giant ballista!


Everything has a weakness, and these Behemoths are no different. No matter what, I have to find their weakness.


While Zhang Shouzhi's craftsmen were doing their utmost to set up the giant ballista, Wang Chong was standing at the front of the army, pondering this question. He did not have a very great understanding of the Behemoth Army. All his information came from legends and exaggerated rumors.


But the sum of the information told him that the Behemoth Army of the Arabian Empire had silently vanished into the river of history long before the descent of the calamity. If it wasn't because they had run into some extremely formidable opponent, then it could only be because the Behemoths had some massive and innate flaw.


But what is it? Just what is their flaw?!


Wang Chong's mind was currently whirring with thoughts.


Wang Chong had never placed his hopes on the unconfirmable. After all, it was not just the lives of one or two people at stake here, but the lives of more than one hundred thousand soldiers, territory with a circumference of several thousand li, and the safety of Longxi and the capital. Victory was only possible if he could find a way to defeat the Behemoths.


Roooar!


While Wang Chong was thinking, the earth began to quake, and two enormous storms of energy, cruel and savage, suddenly appeared in everyone's perception. Wang Chong raised his head in surprise and noticed two massive silhouettes emerging from the horizon, not one bit smaller than the rhino-shaped Behemoth from before.


"!!!"


Gasps of shock rose from the rear of the army, and all the Tang soldiers and mercenaries who had just experienced the recent battle instantly paled.


One of these massive beasts had been hard enough to deal with. Two of them was an absolute disaster for the Great Tang.


"What do we do?"


"If this continues, all of us are doomed!"


Waves of panic swept through the one hundred thousand Qixi soldiers, and everyone turned to Wang Chong and Gao Xianzhi. The strength of humans was far too puny in front of these enormous beasts. At times like this, they could only place their hopes on their two commanders.


Wang Chong said nothing. The battle was now beyond his control, and even he did not have many good solutions.


Roooar!


Roar came after roar, and the Tang army quaked in fear at the advance of the two Behemoths toward the battlefield. The figures of these two Behemoths grew clearer as they ran toward the sunlight. One was similar to a giant hippopotamus, but its hide was covered in hard scales that not even the rhino-shaped Behemoth had possessed, wrapping the hippo Behemoth in a large suit of armor.


The other Behemoth had the appearance of a huge boar. Its exterior was bristling with black fur, and its four limbs were thick yet agile. Two sharp white tusks protruded from its mouth, and it constantly snorted as it fixed its two scarlet eyes on the majestic city of Talas. It appeared ready to attack at any time.


In both size and strength, these two Behemoths seemed both more powerful and more dangerous than the rhino-shaped Behemoth.


Crack!


A whip snapped in the air. An Arab guard walked back and forth, shouting and waving a whip more than seven meters long as he urged the two Behemoths forward. In a few short moments, the two Behemoths had arrived at the edge of the western battlefield.


Their arrival immediately caused the Arabs to rally.


"Hail His Majesty! His Majesty! His Majesty!"


The tens of thousands of Arab soldiers looked up at the savage and brutal Behemoths, raising their arms in excitement as they loudly cheered. Everyone in the Abbasid Caliphate knew that these Behemoths were the Caliph's most beloved pets, the strongest symbols of his will. Even though they were extremely dangerous, they could annihilate the Arabs' enemies, making them the finest allies.


"Lord Governor, do you see these two Behemoths? They have assisted me and His Majesty in conquering many countries, crushing many cities. Nothing can surpass them when breaking cities or standing strong against attacks. No matter how formidable the Great Tang's ballistae are, they will be of no threat to this pair. Their bodies, strength, and speed are far above the previous Behemoth, the 'Sower'."


Masil stood in front of the two Behemoths and slowly turned his gaze to Abu Muslim.
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Abu Muslim said nothing, a few thoughts flitting through his mind as he looked at the two enormous Behemoths. The names of these two Behemoths were known throughout the empire, and they had branded nightmarish impressions into the minds of the people belonging to the countries they had conquered, making them not even dare to rebel.


Any place these two Behemoths passed would lose all sense of prosperity, leaving behind only destruction, death, and countless terrified souls.


"These two Behemoths are the Terrorizer and the Destroyer?"


Abu Muslim's eyes widened, his expression finally showing a shift.


"That's right!"


Masil proudly nodded. The names of these two Behemoths were legends in the Arabian Empire that didn't need much explanation. Just their names alone would make one quiver in fear.


Masil was quite satisfied with Abu Muslim's reaction.


He turned his head to the rear and gave the order. "Begin!"


With the sharp crack of a whip, the earth began to rumble, and the two stationary Behemoths began to slowly move once more. The tens of thousands of Arab soldiers parted to the sides, opening a path for the monsters.


The two Behemoths, originally very close to each other, began to slowly move away. The scaled hippo began to slowly make its way toward the two defense lines while the scarlet-eyed boar aimed its savage gaze on the lofty walls of Talas.


Buzz!


This minor change immediately attracted the notice of the Tang, throwing the army into turmoil.


"Milord, the Arabs are beginning to move! And Talas itself is one of their targets this time. If the walls of Talas are broken, we will find it very difficult to hold on!"


Xue Qianjun turned to Wang Chong, his expression deeply concerned.


He was not a general who was prone to panic, but these mythical Behemoths' descent onto the battlefield had already exceeded the bounds of imagination. If the Arabs succeeded in breaking the walls, the Great Tang would have lost their strongest fortification before the decisive battle had even commenced.


Talas contained all the supplies and equipment, and was the place where the craftsmen took shelter during battle. If the city wall fell, these people would suffer terrible casualties. Not only that, the two defense lines would exist only in name, and the Arabs would have yet another angle to attack from.


Moreover, if the Arabs succeeded in breaking the walls on both sides of Talas, they would be able to combine forces with the Turks and Tibetans. Wang Chong's strategy of using the two defense lines to divide his enemies would face a complete failure.


With the three empires combined, their experts working together, the Great Tang would be doomed!


Gao Xianzhi worriedly spoke up. "Wang Chong, the situation isn't good! With our abilities, we can't deal with two of these massive beasts at once!"


Even this War God of the Western Regions seemed a little nervous. The four of them combining the strength of the army to transform into gods had still needed a significant amount of time to kill the rhino-shaped Behemoth, and the army had lost nearly ten thousand soldiers while they were doing so.


Now that there were two Behemoths, the four would have to divide their strength, and the army was bound to suffer even more casualties.


Cheng Qianli also appeared rather anxious. "We can't take on any more large losses, or else morale will utterly collapse!!"


He had experienced countless bitter battles, but no matter how perilous the situation, he had always been confident in his victory, and he had always managed to stick it out. But in this battle, he did not know what the end would be or if he would be able to last!


"Zhang Shouzhi, what is the status of the giant ballista? How long will it be until it's ready?" Wang Chong suddenly asked, his mind in a state of turmoil.


"It's still no good! The giant ballista is still just an idea. We've never tested it before, so we can't tell if it will succeed, much less if it will be useful against these Behemoths. We still need to adjust and modify it, but there's simply no time!" Zhang Shouzhi called out, his silver-white hair blown about in the wind.


The turbulence over the western battlefield was getting more intense, a sign that the Behemoths were getting ready to charge. Danger hung thick over Talas, and everyone felt their skulls were about to burst, the intense scent of death driving them mad.


Zhang Shouzhi was no less nervous and concerned than Wang Chong, but the giant ballista had always been an untested concept. Many areas were still raw and undeveloped. Right now, he could only do his best, relying on his abilities as the best artisan of the generation, to modify and alter the structure as he set it up.


Near the giant ballista, more than one hundred furnaces spat fire into the sky. Each furnace was surrounded by at least ten busy craftsmen, black smoke pouring into the air as they melted down steel and poured it into the molds.


The craftsmen under Zhang Shouzhi were in the middle of constructing and adjusting the giant ballista, casting the pieces right on the spot, trying to realize Wang Chong's idea as quickly as possible. As for the final result, not even Zhang Shouzhi knew what to expect.


Wang Chong said nothing, but his heart continued to sink. The giant ballista was an idea, a sliver of hope, but not one that he could entrust his own hopes to. He solemnly gazed at the two enormous beings, countless thoughts surging through his mind. Everyone had placed their hopes on him, even Gao Xianzhi.


Only Wang Chong knew just how great this pressure was, but he could not show the slightest hint of strain.





A few moments later, Wang Chong began to issue orders.


"Li Siye, pass on my order. Start moving soldiers into the city.


"Zhang Shouzhi, hasten the work on the giant ballista. In addition, I also need you to cast some conical weapons, one meter in diameter and at least twenty meters long. They don't need to be made well. Just get them made as quickly as possible!"


In fighting with these Behemoths, Wang Chong's three-foot Wootz Steel sword and the Stellar Energy vajra pestle were both insufficient. Wang Chong needed a stronger and more substantive weapon.


"Lord Protector-General, is it appropriate to have some of the soldiers withdraw into the city?" Cheng Qianli somewhat uneasily said. "The only reason the Arabs and Tibetans haven't attacked us yet is that all of our army is outside the city, intimidating them. If we send a part of the army back into the city, we won't have enough troops, which might cause us to be attacked from both sides."


Cheng Qianli was not opposing Wang Chong's decision, but he had to consider the chain reaction this decision might trigger.


"Dalun Ruozan will not attack. He currently doesn't have the strength. If he does attack, we can break out from the east. Understanding this, Dalun Ruozan won't move. As for Abu Muslim, your words were correct. He is trying to grind away at our strength. He won't casually decide to move until this objective is reached. Moreover, if the Arabs order their men to advance while the Behemoths are attacking, they'll also suffer from the attacks of the Behemoths. As long as we don't withdraw more than half our soldiers into the city, neither Dalun Ruozan nor Abu Muslim will launch an assault," Wang Chong slowly explained. No one understood the state of the battlefield more than he did, and his every action and order was the product of deep and careful thought.


"I understand!"


As expected, Wang Chong's explanation managed to greatly diminish the doubt in Cheng Qianli's eyes.


Roooar!


As the two were speaking, the bellows of beasts rose from the west, the winds surged, and dust and gravel began to cloud the air of the western battlefield. The two Behemoths had finally completed their adjustments and begun to attack. Boom! The two Behemoths, one on the left and one on the right, suddenly began to shoot toward Talas.


Rumble! The first to charge forward was the boar-shaped Behemoth covered in hard bristles. In the blink of an eye, it had rushed past the hippo-shaped Behemoth, its four hooves moving with such speed that it stirred clouds of dust more than ten meters high.


And while the hippo-shaped Behemoth was not as fast as the boar-shaped Behemoth, it was no slow runner. Not only did it not seem clumsy, it appeared to be extremely agile. The two Behemoths picked up speed as they charged at the steel defense lines and the city of Talas.


"Ready!"


A sharp cry rang out over the defense line. All the soldiers began to get ready, particularly the ballista teams. The black ballista bolts were loaded and aimed at their targets. The ballistae were probably the only weapons in the army that could pose any harm to these mountainous beasts.


"Wang Chong!" Gao Xianzhi nervously called out, watching as the distant sandstorm rapidly closed the distance with Talas. The dreadful momentum of both these Behemoths charging at once far surpassed that of the rhino-shaped Behemoth. After seeing the gruesome damage the rhino could inflict, Gao Xianzhi was well aware of just how terrifying these Behemoths were. They had to be taken care of before they charged the walls. Otherwise, the army was bound to suffer massive casualties. If they were killed within the defense lines, the bodies of the massive Behemoths could still inflict terrible harm on the army.


In order to prevent such enormous losses, the four of them had to deal with them beforehand.


"Leave the scaled Behemoth to me. As for the other one… Lord Gao, Lord Cheng, Father, it's up to you!"


Time was short, every second precious. Right after saying these words, Wang Chong immediately galloped out of the defense line.


"Li Siye, Kong Zi-an, bring all the Wushang Cavalry and follow me!"


Wang Chong's thunderous roar echoed over the entire defense line.
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The Behemoths were extremely strong, and anyone without outstanding agility and reaction time could not even think about approaching them. Those who carelessly approached would end up dead or horribly maimed. The only soldiers in the entire army capable of doing battle with these beings were the Wushang Cavalry, trained by their life in the mountains to be as flexible and nimble as apes.


Moreover, Wang Chong could only use the Godking Yama Formation by borrowing the strength of the five thousand Wushang Cavalry, so he needed them to sortie with him.


The moment Wang Chong galloped forth, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry followed close behind, dragging out a massive cloud of dust behind them as they fearlessly rode toward the hippo-shaped Behemoth.


After accompanying Wang Chong on multiple campaigns, the Wushang Cavalry were now an extremely determined and powerful fighting force. Regardless of the danger they faced, they would never retreat.


"Protector-General Wang!"


Cheng Qianli, Gao Xianzhi, and the others were all alarmed by this sight. No one had expected Wang Chong to make this decision, to take on one Behemoth all by himself.


The Arabian Behemoths were dreadful beings. The combined might of four of their strongest generals had not been enough to stop the charge of the rhino-shaped Behemoth, and now Wang Chong was riding off alone to deal with an even stronger Behemoth.


Cheng Qianli worriedly turned to his commander. "Lord Protector-General, we have to call Wang Chong back. This is too dangerous! No one can deal with one of these massive beasts alone. He'll die!"


"There's no need!"


Wang Yan suddenly spoke, walking up from the rear.


"The battlefield has always been a dangerous place rife with death. A general must be capable of understanding that every kind of situation is possible, including death. Chong-er is not a rash and impulsive person. I believe in him, and he must have a reason for doing this. We should be more focused on how we should deal with the other beast."


Wang Yan turned to the boar-shaped Behemoth, which was already close to the city walls.


Gao Xianzhi gave a deep sigh and sternly declared, "That's all we can do!"


Talas was extremely important, their final stronghold. The defense lines could fall, but not Talas. No matter what, they had to stop the Behemoth.


"Cheng Qianli, Xi Yuanqing, everyone, come with me!"


Gao Xianzhi patted his warhorse and galloped off toward the boar-shaped Behemoth.


"The Great General has given his orders. Follow me!"


At almost the same moment, Wang Yan somberly gave his own order. Rumble! The earth shook as tens of thousands of infantry began to march out from the first defense line, the clanging and clattering of their army resounding through the earth.


The moment Wang Yan's infantry began to move, the air became saturated with tension. As all the soldiers looked forward, their breathing became extremely rapid and ragged.


"Too terrifying… Other than the Protector-Generals, no one can stop these monsters."


"I hope that the Protector-Generals can stop them. Otherwise, we're all dead!"


"They'll win, they'll definitely win. Please!"


All of them gripped their weapons in nervous tension, pale with fear. Their strength was insignificant; their fates were truly tied to the four generals.


Bang!


The steel walls arrayed along the first defense line were constantly clattering, the shaking growing only more intense as time went on. Rooooar! A wave of air smashed into the walls, so forceful that one of the steel walls toppled to the ground from the pressure, crashing with a metallic clang.


The two Behemoths were now less than two thousand zhang from the defense lines!


"Look over there!"


The figures on the walls of Talas pointed into the distance, shouting in alarm. As expected, the first to arrive was not the hippo-shaped Behemoth, but the enormous black boar. From the tall walls of Talas, one could see the vast trail of dust, several thousand zhang long, that it had left in its wake.


The vicious form of the Behemoth was faintly visible in the dust, its two scarlet eyes locked onto Talas, brimming with a desire to crush and destroy. A mere glance from its eyes was numbing, causing one to feel a fear that came from the deepest depths of their soul.


Two thousand zhang!


Fifteen hundred zhang!


One thousand zhang!


The black boar was far faster than expected, covering a distance of nearly one thousand zhang in the blink of an eye. The Behemoth was stirring up a massive gale as it snorted and howled, rushing ever closer to the walls of Talas.


"Up!"


A thunderous bellow cut through the plains. Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, and Wang Yan had arrived, each of them wielding the power of an Imperial Great General.


"Six Ultimate Majesties God Technique!"


"Supreme Desolation God Formation!"


"Mighty Miracle God Formation!"


Two enormous gods rose out of the earth, throwing their huge fists at the boar-shaped Behemoth as they worked in conjunction with Gao Xianzhi, who was using the Six Ultimate Majesties God Technique.


"Great Fire Crow Art!"


At almost the same moment, a fierce flame more dazzling than the sun shot out of the earth, transforming into a golden crow with a wingspan of twenty-some zhang. Its body seething with black smoke, it smashed into the Behemoth.


The Brigadier General–level Ferghanan leader Banahan had also arrived from the rear.


Awooooo!


The black boar raised its head and howled in pain. Surprisingly, however, the Behemoth did not stay to fight. It ignored the attacks of the three Great Generals and one Brigadier General, and charged toward Talas.


"What!"


This sight left everyone in consternation. They hoped that they could delay the beast through battle, but the Behemoth's reaction had caught them completely off guard. Moreover, through their attacks, Gao Xianzhi and the others had realized that this Behemoth was completely different from the rhino-shaped Behemoth.


Its hide was even thicker, denser, tougher, and harder to pierce. Moreover, the black bristles sprouting from its body seemed to possess a unique power, neutralizing a part of their attacks.


"Stop it!"


There was no time to ponder such trivialities. Everyone's minds were on edge as they chased after the boar Behemoth, but it was too late.


Boom!


Like an asteroid crashing into a planet, the boar plowed into the thick western wall of Talas as if it were a battering ram. Booooom! The earth buzzed, cracks ran through it, and dust gushed out from them, transforming the world into a sea of dust.


The towering walls of Talas trembled, swaying from the base to the top so fiercely that they seemed on the verge of collapse. Countless bits of gravel and debris rained down from the walls.


"Ah!"


Cries of shock could be heard from the walls as fear spread infectiously through the city. Other than mercenaries, Wang Chong had brought along many shepherds and herdsmen. They were the ones who had driven over the cows and sheep vital for supplying the army. The attack of the Behemoth was their worst nightmare.


But before they could react, the black boar had once more smashed against the walls of Talas.


"It's not right!"


The first to respond was the spectating Duwu Sili, his brow deeply furrowed as he stared at Talas.


"What's going on? This Arabian Behemoth is so enormous and powerful that not even four Great Generals could stop it. How could the walls of Talas stand firm against a full charge from it?!"


Although the distant walls were trembling and seemed on the verge of collapse, what Duwu Sili wanted to see the most was the walls being obliterated under the charge of the beast. He was quite astonished to see the walls of Talas stand tall against this Behemoth's charge.


"It's not that simple!"


Dalun Ruozan's assured voice came from the side, his scholarly and refined face showing little surprise.


"The city of Talas was established several hundred years ago. At the time, Talas was a wilderness, and the nearby Western Regions was fraught with war. When building the city, the Lord of Talas was already thinking about the problem of being besieged, so he set up an enormous 'Myriad Rakshasa1 Earthen Stronghold Formation'. The construction took twenty-some years and the work of seven to eight hundred thousand people. The goal was to build a city on the Silk Road that would never fall, that could fend off any disaster.




"Moreover, the Myriad Rakshasa Earthen Stronghold Formation is itself an extremely formidable Earth element formation, and the walls of Talas are constructed from large blocks of stone. The power of the Earth element makes it so that the walls of Talas are like a single piece. Breaking them is no easy task. This is also why the Arabs did not use Earth element warriors to attack the city," Dalun Ruozan said.


"Why have I never heard of this 'Myriad Rakshasa Earthen Stronghold Formation'?"


Duwu Sili narrowed his eyes, a look of incredulity on his face.


Dalun Ruozan lightly waved his sleeve and replied, "Haha, this matter was recorded in the 'Records of the City of Talas', written more than one hundred years ago. I managed to unintentionally get my hands on a copy. The Emperor of Arabia enjoys collecting books, so he probably has a copy as well. Not many people know about this matter, but there's no doubting its truth."


He had always enjoyed reading books, and he collected not merely the histories and philosophical texts of the Great Tang, but those of the Western Regions and other countries as well.


The Battle of Talas was of utmost importance, so how could he possibly neglect his homework and not gather any information on it?

______________
1.Rakshasas are demons in Buddhist and Hindu mythology who like to dine on human flesh.↩
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Huoshu Huicang couldn't help but frown as he asked, "But if the 'Myriad Rakshasa Earthen Stronghold Formation' of Talas is so formidable that not even the Behemoths can break through, aren't the Great Tang in an essentially invincible position?"


"Hah, it's not that easy."


Dalun Ruozan shook his head and grinned.


"The Myriad Rakshasa Earthen Stronghold Formation was set up more than two hundred years ago. Around a hundred years ago, this formation began to lose efficiency. Moreover, with the shifting of the world, the formation has grown less capable of absorbing energy from the earth. In this state, the formation has only around forty to fifty percent of its original strength, which means that it won't be able to last for very long. As long as that Arabian beast can keep up its attacks and push the formation to its maximum limit, the walls will fall."


Dalun Ruozan's expression was indifferent and assured, his confidence bolstering the confidence of those around him.


Through many years of campaigning and squaring off against all sorts of formidable opponents, Dalun Ruozan had forged for himself an astonishing intellect and skill for calculation. Although the Arabian Behemoth Army was a little surprising, Dalun Ruozan had quickly managed to predict the tempo of this battle.


There was usually very little that could exceed his predictions.


"Great Minister, then based on your experience, how long do you predict that beast will need to break the walls?" Duwu Sili suddenly asked.


"If the Tang cannot find any effective method of stopping it… it won't be more than five minutes," Dalun Ruozan confidently proclaimed.


……


In the distance, the entire world was swaying. The black boar Behemoth outside the walls of Talas alternated between charging, shoving, and digging at the earth with its snout. Only those who had truly experienced its might understood why this Behemoth was called the Destroyer of Cities. The speed and frequency of its attacks had far exceeded everyone's imaginations. In the space of a second, it could attack the walls five to six times.


The sky resounded with its thunderous collisions, leaving everyone in the city quaking in fear.


Within the city, there was nowhere to escape. Each collision of the Behemoth was the god of death ringing the bell of their doom.


"Hurry and kill it! Don't let it approach the walls!"


Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, Wang Yan, and Banahan were all shocked and dismayed by this sight. The ferocity of the Behemoth's attacks meant that the city would not be able to last for long. Boom! Boom! Boom! A storm of blows crashed against the enormous body of the black boar. Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, and Wang Yan were all frantic, their every strike carrying all the power they could muster.


"It's useless. The Destroyer is different from the other Behemoths. Any type of attack will be greatly reduced against it. All your efforts are in vain."


Masil coldly chuckled to himself as he watched the three Great Generals attack the Destroyer.


The Destroyer was produced with the possibility that it might be attacked by elite experts while attacking a city, so it had been designed from the start to have excellent defenses. The first Behemoth, the Sower, simply could not compare.


Not even after the walls were broken would the attacks of Gao Xianzhi and the other Great Generals have any sort of effect on the Destroyer.


Awooooo!


Just when Masil was sneering, a loud howl resounded in his ear. Shocked, Masil turned and saw that the scaled hippo, the Terrorizer, had encountered a giant four-armed god, its entire body burning with violet flames as it punched at the head of the Terrorizer. These violet flames were extremely vexing, spreading from Wang Chong's fist to the Terrorizer's body, even getting in through the chinks between the scales.


The Terrorizer possessed an extremely formidable defense: scales even better at staving off enemy attacks than the bristles of the Destroyer. But just a few punches from Wang Chong had been enough to make the Terrorizer howl in pain. Masil was completely caught off guard by this development.


He could sense that the Terrorizer had been severely wounded and was enduring terrible pain. Those attacks clearly posed an enormous threat to the Terrorizer.


"This is impossible! It doesn't make sense! No one can inflict this much damage to the Terrorizer."


Masil's eyes flew open, brimming with shock. He dared not believe his eyes.


"What's going on here?"


Let alone Masil, even Abu Muslim showed a look of surprise.


There was no question about the abilities of the Behemoths, so Abu Muslim was sure that his opponent had undergone some unforeseen change. Otherwise, a single Tang Great General would never be able to make the Terrorizer howl in pain.


"Li Siye, attack its joints! In addition, everyone, careful of the Behemoth's feet!"


Wang Chong's bellow thundered over the plains. His Godking Yama had seized the Terrorizer's head from the side, and his four arms were taking turns punching at it.


His speculations from before had now been proved. The Strength of Lu Wu was extremely effective against these Behemoths, with each of his punches siphoning a large amount of vitality from the Behemoth to Wang Chong. At the start, the Godking Yama had only been at the basic level of strength for a Great General, but the vitality of the Behemoth had caused it to madly rise in strength, pushing it all the way to the middle level of Great Generals. Besides that, Wang Chong's own strength was increasing, climbing from Saint Martial Tier 7 to Tier 8, well on the way to Tier 9, the level of Brigadier Generals.


If he could reach the Brigadier General level, his strength would undergo a fundamental transformation. Both he and the Godking Yama that was the condensation of his soldiers' strength would reach a higher stage.


Roooar!


The hippo-shaped Behemoth was infuriated by Wang Chong's attack, bellowing as it threw its body at Wang Chong. However, while Wang Chong was weaker than Gao Xianzhi, his proficiency and skills were not something that even the Celestial Wolf Great General Duwu Sili could handle, much less this ignorant beast.


Bang! Wang Chong flipped over, and the enormous body of the god moved from one side of the scaled Behemoth to the other. The moment he landed, his fists once more began to rain down incessantly on the Behemoth. The violet flames blazed even more brightly, as each punch caused the Behemoth's fire of vigor to dim.


The Arab Behemoth Army had never encountered such a situation before.


"Just who is this bastard! Someone, go and kill him!"


Masil's body was quivering in rage.


"Master archers, where are the master archers?"


"It's useless. The attacks of master archers are useless against Imperial Great Generals," said Ziyad, his face extremely solemn as he observed the battle. Not even Ziyad had expected this sort of situation to occur. There was a reason the Behemoth Army had become a tool the Caliph used to hold down the empire, and not even Ziyad, who could use ritual tools to reach the Great General level, had any confidence in fighting such monsters.


Not even a seasoned general like him could explain this situation.


He could only say that this young Great General on the enemy side had something that could counter the Behemoth Army. Perhaps it was the violet flames, or perhaps it was something else. Whatever it was, it was nothing good for the Arabs!


"Damn it! I don't care if master archers will be effective; that Tang has to die! Whether for the Caliphate, or for this battle!"


Masil pointed a finger at Wang Chong while his eyes looked toward the nearby Abu Muslim and Ziyad, the highest commanders of the east. His duty was to besiege the city, break stalemates, and vanquish the large army of the enemy. As for the experts within the army, those were the responsibility of Abu Muslim and Ziyad.


Masil's meaning was extremely clear. The Arab army of the east, particularly Abu Muslim and Ziyad, had a duty to neutralize this threat.


"Relax! He won't survive! No matter how this battle turns out, he will never return to the east alive!"


Abu Muslim spoke in his dignified and vigorous voice, his eyes oozing disdain, his tone one of iron resolve.


"In truth, of all the Tang you see now, not one of them will be able to leave. But before this, I still need you to complete our agreement. Destroy the Tang defense and break their walls!"


Abu Muslim gave Masil a profound stare. His meaning was clear.


In every aspect, it was a strategically unwise move for Masil's Terrorizer to pause outside the defense line and fight with a single Tang Great General. This was also not according to the wish of the Arabs. Abu Muslim needed the complete destruction of the Tang defenses. Without the steel walls, the battle would take on a completely different nature.


The hundreds of thousands of Arab soldiers would have probably already crushed their enemies.


"Understood! Lord Governor, be at ease. I will naturally do as we agreed."


Even though Masil had never cared for anyone else before, at this moment, his face turned red as he gave a deep bow. After all, neither the Terrorizer nor the Destroyer had succeeded in their objectives. This was an enormous disgrace for the Behemoth Army.


Without hesitation, Masil waved a hand behind him, calling over a person shrouded in black who appeared to be some sort of sorcerer.
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Phweeet!


The shrill sound of a bone flute cut through the battlefield. Upon hearing this sound, the Terrorizer, which had been pushed almost to the point of madness by Wang Chong's attack, suddenly sobered up. It turned away its scarlet eyes from Wang Chong, back to the two steel defense lines in the distance and the dense ranks of the Tang soldiers.


"Shit! The Arabs are urging on the Behemoths!"


Wang Chong's body trembled with an ill foreboding. He had rushed out from the walls to embroil himself in battle with the Behemoth precisely so that he could keep it out of range of the defense lines and avoid large losses in the army. But the Arabs had clearly noticed this and were doing their utmost to stop it.


Roooar!


With a heaven-shaking roar, the Terrorizer began to move its four feet, and as it rushed toward the steel walls, a tremendous strength exploded from its body.


"Li Siye, careful! Everyone, get back!"


Wang Chong's pupils constricted as he sensed danger.


The Wushang Cavalry had been on the ground this entire time, attacking the Behemoth's short and thick legs, many of them even charging straight at the Behemoth. The Behemoth's sudden movements were liable to inflict severe losses on the Wushang Cavalry.


"Retreat!"


Just moments after Li Siye, Kong Zi-an, and the others pulled away, they heard an enormous boom. A massive cloud of dust shot into the air as the scaled Arabian Behemoth began to move at a speed completely at odds with its enormous girth.


Bang! A second after several hundred Wushang Cavalry had withdrawn from the area, an enormous foot stomped down, leaving a deep footprint. Cries of alarm rose from the army. If they had been just a little slower, they would have been crushed into paste.


As the Wushang Cavalry marveled at the Behemoth's strength, a loud bellow suddenly came from above the Behemoth. "Beast, where are you going!"


Wang Chong was completely focused on the Terrorizer, so when this Behemoth suddenly exploded with strength and began to charge, the Godking Yama had stretched out a hand and snatched at the Behemoth’s short hippo tail.


"Heave!"


Meeting with success, Wang Chong immediately got down on one knee, his body bracing as his three other arms grabbed onto the Behemoth's hindquarters and pulled. Yet the Behemoth's strength was vast, even though Wang Chong's punches had absorbed so much of its vitality.


Even though Wang Chong had used the energy absorbed from the Behemoth to reach the middle Great General level, there was still a massive gap between him and the Behemoth. When the Behemoth mustered its strength and began to charge at the defense line, not even Wang Chong could stop it.


Hwoooom! A fierce wind kicked up, blowing a storm of sand and dirt toward the distant steel walls. The scaled hippo was right behind this gale. Crsssssh! Pulled along by the Behemoth, the Godking Yama's two legs dragged out massive fissures in the ground, stirring up their own churning cloud of dust.


"Damn it! I'm no match for it like this!" Wang Chong grimaced.


"Waaaah!"


He could hear shouts of panic from up ahead as the soldiers began to back up in fear. One thousand zhang, eight hundred zhang… the distance was shrinking, the air growing tense and panicked, Wang Chong's concern reaching its maximum. In the first charge, the Great Tang had already lost ten thousand soldiers.


If the scaled hippo Behemoth were able to hit the defense line at this speed, the army would collapse today. All the effort he had spent would be gone with the wind.


"All soldiers, stand ready!"


A sharp cry resounded over the defense line. Chen Bin's right hand tightly grasped his Wootz Steel sword as he aimed it forward, his eyes fixed on the distance. At Chen Bin's words, countless ballistae began to creak as they slowly aimed at the distant scaled Behemoth.


"All ballistae, aim up thirty degrees. Target the Behemoth's head."


Chen Bin's voice rang out in the tense atmosphere. He was no less panicked than his comrades, but his voice maintained its calm, his eyes forever locked onto the Behemoth.


The only thing the one hundred thousand soldiers could rely on were the ballistae. The three thousand ballistae were the army's last hope and defense. No matter what, he could not retreat.


Rumble! The earth seemed to crack open at the scaled Behemoth's advance. Six hundred zhang, four hundred zhang… As the distance shrank, the sandstorm battered the faces of the soldiers behind the steel walls like innumerable tiny needles. However, all of them remained as steadfast as stone statues at their posts.


A few seconds later, the Behemoth had advanced another one hundred zhang, leaving only three hundred zhang left. At this distance, everyone could feel a suffocating dread, the menace of death that made even the most seasoned veteran pale.


But even so, none of them chose to flee.


"Release!"


As the scent of death saturated the air, Chen Bin swung down his Wootz Steel sword.


Boom! Boom! Boom! Ballista bolts flew forward like dragons cutting through the heavens as they shot toward the Behemoth's head. The howl of these thousands of ballista bolts was like the roar of a tsunami, drowning out all other noise.


Awooooo!


The three-thousand-some ballista bolts all struck the Behemoth's head, and even the scaled Behemoth had to howl in pain at this tremendous blow, its vast sea of vitality significantly weakening. But the Behemoth's speed did not slow.


"Release again!"


Chen Bin's expression was unchanged as he raised and swung down his Wootz Steel sword once more. In the blink of an eye, a second volley of ballista bolts had been fired at the Behemoth's head.


"Release again!"


A third volley was hot on its heels, each bolt stabbing through the thick scales and hide, but none of them could deal the Behemoth a fatal blow.


"Not enough!"


An officer of one of the ballista teams couldn't help but worriedly call out, "The Behemoth's skull is too hard. After piercing through its scales and hide, our ballista bolts simply don't have the strength to penetrate its bones!"


Over the entirety of the Behemoth's body, the head had the smallest number of scales, but if the ballista bolts couldn't pierce the skull, this meant that they would never be able to kill the Behemoth, no matter how fierce their attacks were.


"Milord, what do we do?"


Everyone began to turn toward Chen Bin.


Chen Bin was silent, his armor clattering in the wind, his hair blown into just as much disorder as his mind. The ballista army was the army's final barrier. If not even the ballistae could do anything, then it was beyond Chen Bin's abilities. But Chen Bin could not shrink back, nor could he do nothing, as the ballista army was the heart of the army's morale. But the roaring Behemoth was now less than two hundred zhang from the first defense line.


"Chen Bin, have your troops stand aside!"


At this moment, a stentorian voice came from ahead. Chen Bin raised his head and saw a violet ball of flame blazing in the air. A giant four-armed god suddenly rose from behind the Behemoth, hanging upside down in the air. Two of its arms pressed against the Behemoth's back, flipping over the entire body to travel from the hindquarters to right in front of the Behemoth.


Boom! The moment the Godking Yama landed, it immediately sent four violet-flamed punches at the Behemoth's head. An enormous shockwave spread through the earth with a tremendous explosion.


"Zhang Shouzhi, is the giant ballista done? How much longer?" Wang Chong furiously roared, the tension obvious in his voice.


"No good! There's not enough time!" Zhang Shouzhi anxiously shouted back. The craftsmen around him had nervous and anxious looks as they worked away at the giant ballista. Their foreheads were caked in sweat, but there was no time to wipe it away. More than one thousand people were involved in building this giant ballista, all of them working as hard as they could, but it was still not enough.


"There's no more time! Hurry!"


Wang Chong's worried shout resounded over the battlefield. The Behemoth was immensely powerful, and Wang Chong didn't know how much longer he could last against its savage struggles. The giant ballista was a vital part of Wang Chong's plan, but there was little time left.


"Yama Descends Upon the World!"


Wang Chong instantly used one of the Godking Yama's strongest techniques. This was a technique he had not been capable of using until he had reached the middle Great General level.


Boom!


The Godking Yama suddenly crossed all four of its arms, and the world was suddenly filled with the wailing and curses of vengeful ghosts, the Origin Energy of the world gathering around Wang Chong. Boom! His feet spread apart and his body leaned forward, his four massive arms smashing at the scaled Behemoth, unleashing a terrifying strength that immediately stopped the Behemoth in its tracks.


Even with the Behemoth's terrifying strength, it found itself slowing down.


Whoooah!


An uproar broke out in the battlefield, not from the Tang army, but from the distant Tibetans, Turks, and Arabs. They could all see the power of the Behemoths. No one had expected that Wang Chong could singlehandedly block its advance.
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"How could this be? The strength of a Behemoth is not something a single Imperial Great General can stop!"


Huoshu Huicang's eyes were wide in shock and surprise. He was stronger than Wang Chong, but not even he could confidently claim that he could stop this Behemoth.


"Nothing is impossible. A price is always required to perform a feat beyond one's abilities. He has merely used his own body to take on the charge of the Behemoth. It seems shocking, but in truth, he's already been wounded. It is truly a foolish move."


Duwu Sili's eyes were bright as he sneered. Although they were all Great Generals, Duwu Sili sat firmly above Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje in terms of cultivation. He could already sense that Wang Chong had taken on significant internal injuries from this move.


As if in response to Duwu Sili's words, there was a crack as one of the Godking Yama's arms snapped neatly at the base and thudded to the ground.


"Ah?!"


"General!"


"Milord!"


Cries of alarm rose from behind the defense line, and Zhang Shouzhi paled. Wang Chong was currently the only barrier between the army and the Behemoth. If he was injured and no longer able to stop the Behemoth, everyone would be doomed before the giant ballista could be finished.


"I'm fine! I can still hold!"


Wang Chong's voice came from above, apparently sensing the worries of his men.


"Zhang Shouzhi, where is my weapon? Give it here!"


Wang Chong's voice was tinged with worry. 'Yama Descends Upon the World' was one of the Godking Yama's supreme techniques. By absorbing the Origin Energy of the world, one could greatly boost oneself, but this boost would not last for long and would have a large side effect. He could not place his hopes on the giant ballista, so he could only rely on the other weapon—the Stellar Energy vajra pestle was far from enough.


"Wuming, Wujia, Wuyi, Wuding1, how is the progress on the weapon? Is it done yet?! Can all of you not even forge a simple metal cudgel?"




Furious, Zhang Shouzhi glared at a nearby forging mold.


Several young craftsmen rushed to respond. "Master, it's finished. It just needs to be removed from the mold, which will only take a little while."


"Bastard!"


Zhang Shouzhi strode over and kicked at his trusted disciples.


"Mold! The mold! Is there really time to care about the molds! Truly inflexible… Hurry and get the cudgel out!"


Zhang Shouzhi was so angry that his mind was growing clouded. Without another word, he pushed aside his disciples and personally pulled the lever on the forging mold.


Boom! A metal cudgel more than ten meters long and one meter thick slid out of the forging mold, its surface still seething with black smoke.


The cudgel had carried away parts of the mold with it, even a few screws.


"Wang Chong! The weapon is here! The rest is up to you!" Zhang Shouzhi yelled out, his hair messily blown about by the wind.


"Okay!"


A massive foot suddenly stepped over the first defense line, and then an enormous palm descended from the sky and took up the freshly forged cudgel.


"Heave!"


With a grunt, Wang Chong grasped the cudgel.


Awoooo! Wang Chong's pressure on the Behemoth relaxed as he reached for the cudgel, and the scaled hippo's eyes flashed with vicious light as it suddenly pressed forward. Such was its strength that even a mountain would probably collapse to this blow, but Wang Chong held it.


"Beast! A good show!"


Wang Chong roared, two hands gripping the enormous cudgel and smashing it down.


Boom! Wang Chong struck with all his strength, and such was his might that the scaled Behemoth's head was smashed right into the ground. It immediately gave a howl of pain as if its skull had cracked.


The Behemoth lost its balance, and more than half of its body crashed into the ground, creating a large depression.


"Beast, take another one!"


Wang Chong stepped forward, pressing his right foot on its head. He shook the pieces of the mold off the cudgel with two arms, and then flipped it over, stabbing the sharp end of the cudgel at the beast's head.


Awooo!


There was a crack as the sharp point pierced right through the hardy scales and hide, a part of the tip sinking straight into the skull. This blow dealt severe damage to the scaled Behemoth, its vigorous flame of life instantly losing half of its radiance.


"Damn it! This bastard!"


Masil paled as he heard the plaintive screams of the Behemoth. His nails dug into his palms and his eyes burned with loathing and fury.


Even he could sense that the Behemoth was in unprecedented danger. If this continued, the illustrious conqueror of cities and countries, the Terrorizer whose name was synonymous with death, would end up being killed by an Easterner at Talas.


"Bring me my bow!"


A cold and dignified voice arose from the rear. Abu Muslim narrowed his eyes as he stretched out an arm. A golden bow, half a man tall, was quickly delivered into his hands. Its red bowstring was made from the tendons of some unknown enormous beast.


This was Abu Muslim's prized bow, the Bloody Massacre. It was rarely used; Abu Muslim only took it out when facing extremely troublesome opponents or situations.


The Terrorizer and the Destroyer were the Caliph's symbols, and were vital for the empire's war efforts. Whether it was for the majesty of the Caliph or victory in this battle, Abu Muslim could not allow Wang Chong to succeed.


Buzz!


Abu Muslim spread apart his feet and nocked a golden arrow to his bow, pulling the bowstring back so far that it made a full circle with the bow.


Booom! A sound more resounding than a peal of thunder tore through the world. Abu Muslim had loosed the bowstring, unleashing the arrow. The speed of this arrow was indescribable, and in a flash, it had already covered half the battlefield, appearing right behind the Behemoth.


The arrow left a long vacuum trailing behind it, a white trail several thousand zhang long. But concealed behind this gorgeous sight was an extremely dreadful killing intent.


No one had expected Abu Muslim to fire an arrow into the battlefield. Let alone Wang Chong, even Duwu Sili, Huoshu Huicang, and Dalun Ruozan were deeply stunned by this attack.


Abu Muslim had fired at just the right time, precisely when Wang Chong was completely focused on his battle with the Behemoth.


"Not good!"


The first to notice this oncoming attack was the distant Gao Xianzhi. During his battle with the black boar Behemoth, he just so happened to be looking in the direction of the defense line, so he could see Abu Muslim's arrow headed straight for the center of the Godking Yama's chest.


This was the location of Wang Chong's actual body when he was using the Godking Yama Formation. If Abu Muslim's arrow struck true, Wang Chong would be doomed.


Abu Muslim had struck swiftly, but Wang Chong reacted even more swiftly. Wang Chong had immediately sensed something the moment the arrow was fired. Although he had still not reached the level of martial arts he had achieved from his last life, his mental state had long ago reached the peak of the Saint Martial realm. Abu Muslim's attack had been abrupt, but it could not escape Wang Chong's perception.


Bang! Wang Chong's body moved to the side as he smashed the cudgel at Abu Muslim's arrow, unleashing a powerful shockwave and smashing the arrow into splinters.


"How could this be?!"


Ziyad's body trembled in shock as he stared into the distance, not daring to believe his eyes. The governor rarely fired an arrow, but when he did, he always chose the exact moment when the opponent could not dodge. Yet the young Tang commander in the distance had not only sensed the coming of the arrow, but had even shattered it into pieces. Ziyad had never seen such a thing happen before.


"Milord!"


Reeling in shock, Ziyad turned to Abu Muslim. His commander's body seemed just as composed and steady as before, but Ziyad could sense a tinge of shock. It was obvious that Abu Muslim had also been taken by surprise.


But Abu Muslim said nothing. He slowly put down his bow and seated himself back on his throne as if nothing had happened.


"Take it away."


Abu Muslim gave the bow to a nearby guard.


"But, Milord! This might have just been a coincidence!" Ziyad couldn't help but speak up, his expression tinged with anxiety. "If you shoot a few more arrows, that Tang definitely won't be able to stop them!"


"There's no need!"


Abu Muslim immediately refused.


"Since the first arrow was useless, a second and third arrow will be useless as well. This Tang is more formidable than I imagined… and besides, I have never loosed a second arrow."


As the rear of the Arab army once more fell into silence, Wang Chong's battle with the Behemoth was just beginning.

______________
1.  The names of Zhang Shouzhi's disciples literally translate to: Nameless, Nobody A, Nobody B, and Nobody C.↩
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Roooar!


The Behemoth's roar resounded over Talas, its enormous body continuing to press forward against Wang Chong. Although Abu Muslim's arrow had failed to strike true, it had not been completely ineffective. While Wang Chong was briefly distracted, the scaled Behemoth had used the opportunity to suddenly advance, and it was now less than ten zhang from the first steel defense line. Its exhalations battered against the walls like mighty waves, causing them to ring and clatter. Some of the closest Tang soldiers couldn't withstand this pressure and were swept away along with their horses.


Wang Chong's Godking Yama was using its two free arms to hold the Terrorizer's neck, but despite Wang Chong's best efforts, he was finding it harder and harder to hold on. The energy provided by 'Yama Descends Upon the World' was not limitless. With each second that passed, Wang Chong grew weaker. While Wang Chong had been able to completely halt the scaled Behemoth's advance at the beginning, he was now slowly being pushed back.


"Damn it!"


Wang Chong roared in fury as his cudgel slammed again and again on the Behemoth's head, the violet flames manifested by the Strength of Lu Wu continuing to spread into the monster's body. With each passing second, the exuberant flames of life within the Behemoth dimmed and vitality surged into Wang Chong. But even in this state, Wang Chong could not stop the frenzied beast. Although a hole had been pierced through its skull, this was apparently the limit. Some invisible power prevented Wang Chong from going any deeper.


"Release!"


On the ground, Chen Bin was swinging down his right arm over and over. Countless ballista bolts flew through the air at the scaled Behemoth. This time, however, most of the ballista bolts bounced off the scales, only a few of them being able to get in through the chinks.


Wang Chong was holding down the Behemoth, but the enormous girth of the Yama was significantly hindering the attacks of the ballista army.


"Release again!"


Chen Bin was unmoved as he once more gave the order to fire. This was the last attack they would be able to make. The Behemoth could cross the boundary at any time, and a single stomp would be enough to inflict horrifying losses on the ballista army.


"Zhang Shouzhi, is it still not done?!" Wang Chong's worried voice resounded in the sky. Within the Godking Yama, where no one could see, Wang Chong's face was as white as a sheet of paper, blood trickling down from his lips. Forcing himself to fight against the much stronger Behemoth was placing an enormous burden on his body.


An enormous crack suddenly began to creep across the Godking Yama's back, from the shoulder to the waist. Moreover, such cracks continued to appear on the Godking Yama's body at astonishing speed. In just a few moments, the Godking Yama was engulfed in this fine network of cracks, making it appear like a porcelain doll on the verge of falling to pieces.



This was a sign that the Godking Yama was at the limits of what it could take and was going to collapse soon.


On the ground, the air was saturated with tension. All the craftsmen were frenziedly at work, their faces pale and their heads feeling like they were going to explode from the anxiety.


"Just a little longer! Lord Marquis, you must hold!"


Zhang Shouzhi's beard was flying in the wind as he anxiously called out from the ground.


At this moment, no one could understand just how much pressure he was facing.


There was not enough time! Far from enough!


If he had some diagram as a guide, Zhang Shouzhi would be able to quickly set it up, but the giant ballista had never appeared in the history of the empire. All the craftsmen, including Zhang Shouzhi himself, had no experience in building such a thing. There was simply too little time.


Bang!


Just moments after Zhang Shouzhi called, the giant scaled Behemoth pushed the Godking Yama back once more. The Godking Yama's enormous foot scraped dirt and dust as it smashed into the steel walls behind it. Boom! Amidst a chorus of gasps and screams, seven steel walls were pulled out of the ground and sent spinning through the air.


"Retreat! Hurry and retreat!"


Screams rang out in the air as countless soldiers began to back up in panic. Before this Behemoth, they were just puny ants, so weak that they couldn't even harm it, much less hold against it.


"Seventh unit, tenth unit, twenty-third unit… fall back!" Wang Chong's familiar voice rang in everyone's ear. Even in the midst of an intense battle and with his back to the army, Wang Chong still had a grasp of the battlefield situation. He himself was in extreme danger, but he still knew which units were stationed where.


Boom!


Upon receiving Wang Chong's order, the army standing in front of the Behemoth quickly scattered to the sides.


Roooar!


At almost the same time, the scaled Behemoth turned savage, swinging its body with an agility unbefitting its girth and sending out a thick cloud of dust. Aaaah! Screams filled the air as the Behemoth's dreadful power turned this ordinary sand and dust into lethal weapons.


Neeeigh! Unable to move in time, the warhorses caught in this sandstorm were battered into pieces, their bodies covered with tiny holes. Even their riders, wearing heavy armor, were smashed off their mounts, their insides pulped before they had even hit the ground. To an ant, even a snort from an elephant was a destructive blow, and the same principle applied to the Tang soldiers arrayed in front of Talas. The strength of man was truly insignificant before a legendary existence like this Behemoth.


"Damn it!"


Wang Chong's eyes immediately turned red. With no time to think, Wang Chong took his iron cudgel and stabbed it into the earth behind the defense line. With one end of the long cudgel propped against the bedrock, he used the other end to push back against the Behemoth's body.


This was the only method at his disposal to prevent further mass casualties.


But this was only a temporary measure. The army was still in great danger.


Crack!


At this moment, countless people looked on in shock as yet another one of the Godking Yama's massive arms snapped off at the base, dropping to the ground in a cloud of dust. Of the Godking Yama's four arms, only two were left!


Within the Godking Yama, Wang Chong vomited blood the moment the arm fell.


"Lord Marquis!"


Chen Bin, Sun Zhiming, Chen Burang, and Zhuang Zhengping were all deeply disturbed by the sight of the arm falling. Although their cultivation levels were still insufficient, they could all sense that Wang Chong was at his limit and on the verge of falling.


But the assault was still not over. Rumble! The Terrorizer exploded with strength and crashed its head into the Godking Yama, throwing Wang Chong ten-some zhang. With no more Wang Chong to stand in its way, the Terrorizer suddenly found itself with an empty space, the army completely undefended.


"Shit! Get out of the way!"


"Retreat! Fall back! Everyone withdraw!"


"Get out of here! We can't hold!"


The thousands of Tang soldiers immediately fell into chaos. Panic swept through the ranks, thick with the stench of death.


The composure that the army had managed to maintain instantly collapsed into a full rout.


No one could imagine the harm an unobstructed Behemoth could inflict on the army.


Just when the army was about to suffer terrible casualties, a shout came out from the ranks. "Lord Marquis! The giant ballista is ready! Everyone, stand aside!"





The several thousand craftsmen that had been gathered together suddenly scattered in all directions. What they left behind was an enormous and heavy ballista. The string of this ballista was more than ten meters long, its body was pitch-black, and many of its parts were still giving off steam, fresh from the forge.


After using all the time and manpower available to him, Zhang Shouzhi had finally finished the giant ballista!


Awooooo!


The moment they had finished, the Behemoth began to tense up its muscles, lowering its body and head, its scarlet eyes hungering for destruction. The Behemoth was readying a charge.


"Senior Zhang, give the giant ballista to us!"


Chen Bin immediately drew his sword and rushed up to the giant ballista, a string of orders leaving his lips.



"Seventh, tenth, twelfth, and fourteenth units… all of you, get up there!


"Thirtieth and thirty-eighth units, load the ballista bolt!”


With the army in chaos and everyone fleeing, the craftsman teams and Zhang Shouzhi exhausted, and Wang Chong having been thrown aside by the Behemoth, only Chen Bin and his ballista teams still had the strength to stop the Behemoth.


Bang!


The ballista teams immediately displayed the fruits of their training. Chen Bin had barely given the order when the ballista teams that had just been preparing to flee immediately changed direction and rushed toward the giant ballista.


Several hundred ballista team members began to neatly divide up the work, showing not one bit of disorder.


Creakcreak! The firing mechanism was pulled open and several dozen Tang warriors swiftly loaded a ballista bolt, more than ten meters long and weighing nearly one thousand jin, onto the giant ballista. Boom! An enormous foot stomped past the defense line, the tremendous impact unleashing an earthquake. In a space of several dozen zhang, hundreds of fleeing cavalry were tossed into the air.


The Behemoth had finally broken past the defense line and begun its attack!


Nearly one hundred thousand soldiers were now in great peril!


"Release!"


Chen Bin finally gave the order to fire. At this moment, everyone stopped breathing, their hearts leaping up to their throats, and time seemed to freeze. The giant ballista had always been a mere concept, never truly being realized. No one knew if this giant ballista would actually work, could actually fire, or if its ballista bolt could even harm the scaled Behemoth. Not even its creator and builder Zhang Shouzhi knew these things, much less anyone else.


But there was no other choice. Whether or not it succeeded, they could only try.
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Bang!


Like an enormous dragon breaking out of the sea, the massive ballista bolt howled through the air toward the distant scaled Behemoth. This ballista bolt bore the hopes of countless people, and even the fleeing mercenaries of the Western Regions couldn't help but turn their heads and look to the ballista bolt with eyes brimming with hope.


Several dozen zhang of distance flashed by: fifty zhang, thirty zhang, ten zhang…


Time slowed to an interminable crawl as the distance between the ballista bolt and the scaled Behemoth grew smaller and smaller. Seven zhang, six zhang… boom! The ballista bolt collided against the head of the scaled Behemoth.


Awooooo!


The moment the ballista bolt struck, the scaled Behemoth reeled back, its two front limbs rising off the ground as it threw its head back and let out a mournful howl. Its already weakened vitality was once more struck by disaster, another large part of it being shorn away.


Cheers immediately shook the skies. The nearly one hundred thousand soldiers were invigorated by this sight.


"Wonderful!"


"It worked! The giant ballista really worked against that monster!!"


The morale of the army was given a massive boost, none being happier than Chen Bin and his ballista soldiers. They had succeeded! The giant ballista that Wang Chong and Zhang Shouzhi had designed together had truly worked against the Behemoth! The moment this giant ballista first appeared in this world, it had instantly displayed an unimaginable power.


That single ballista bolt had also given an unprecedented shock to the Tibetans, Turks, and Arabs watching from the distance.


"What was that? When did the Great Tang get its hands on such a formidable weapon?"


Huoshu Huicang's eyes were twitching, that ballista bolt protruding from the Behemoth's head causing mighty waves to rage in his mind. He was a Great General of many years and had exchanged blows with Zhangchou Jianqiong no small number of times, as well as interacted with several other Tang Great Generals, but he had never encountered a weapon like this.


The Behemoth Army of the Arabian Empire was already surprising enough, but Huoshu Huicang was even more stunned by the fact that the Great Tang actually had a terrifying weapon that could deal with these Behemoths.


Although the Behemoths were terrifying, they were hardly as scary if the Great Tang could mass-produce this kind of weapon.


On the contrary, a Great Tang that could create weapons effective against these Behemoths was far more deserving of his fear and apprehension.


"How could this be! When did the Great Tang become capable of standing against the Arabs!"


Duwu Sili was still the most shocked of their group. As a spectator to this entire battle, he had been closely watching everything that was going on. When the Behemoth had knocked Wang Chong flying, Duwu Sili had believed that the battle was settled and that all that was waiting for the Great Tang was the crushing of its fortifications and complete destruction of its army.


To his surprise, the enormous ballista bolt the Great Tang had used had been able to heavily wound the Behemoth. What had been a clear conclusion had all of a sudden become complicated and confusing.


"Bastards! Just what is going on!"


At this moment, no one was more shocked and dismayed than the commander of the Behemoth Army, Masil. The Behemoths had no natural enemies, and they all had extremely formidable defensive capabilities. There was almost no human weapon that could harm them. For Masil, the death of one Behemoth in this place was already difficult enough to endure.


But even more unacceptable was that these eastern infidels had managed to create a giant weapon that could harm his Behemoths.


This time, Abu Muslim and Ziyad did not immediately criticize Masil. The abrupt ballista bolt had also been a massive shock to the two Arab commanders of the east.


"Hurry and load! Get ready to shoot again!" the emboldened Chen Bin loudly ordered. It had not killed the Behemoth, but the giant ballista had already proved its worth. It was completely capable of severely wounding the Arabian Behemoths.


Awooooo!


Just as twenty to thirty ballista soldiers were carrying over another massive ballista bolt, a howl cut through the air. At some point, a pair of scarlet eyes brimming with hatred had locked onto them. At almost the same moment, a tide of baleful energy engulfed them.


At this moment, all of them felt like they were in terrible danger.


"Oh no! The Behemoth is targeting us!"


"Hurry! Load the ballista bolt! Everyone else, prepare to protect the giant ballista!"


While the ballista bolt had managed to injure the scaled Behemoth, it had also provoked its wrath. With a heaven-shaking roar, the Behemoth turned its head and began to charge at the giant ballista.


"Ah!"


The army was in a state of panic, and even Chen Bin paled. Just when it seemed like the giant ballista and all the ballista soldiers around it would be killed by the Behemoth, everyone heard an enormous roar.


"Out of my way!"


A giant figure suddenly charged out, pushing the Behemoth past the defense line.


"Milord!"


"Lord Marquis!"


The sight of that familiar figure caused the soldiers to rally once more. Although the four-armed god had lost two of its arms, it still possessed its prodigious strength. More importantly, the constant battering the Behemoth had received had greatly dimmed its fire of life, and it was no longer as fierce and savage.


Boomboomboom! Caught off guard, the Behemoth lost its balance and was forced several steps back by the Godking Yama, each step causing all of Talas to quake.


"Beast! Take another blow from my cudgel!"


Wang Chong's bellow was like a peal of thunder, and before he had even finished speaking, that enormous iron cudgel was swinging around to smash the Behemoth's head. To be more precise, it was aiming straight for the large ballista bolt protruding out of its skull.


Owwwww! The Behemoth howled and quivered. Half of that ballista bolt had been sticking out of its head, but now, Wang Chong had smashed the entirety of it into the Behemoth's skull, dealing it a severe wound.


Wang Chong was still not finished. While the Behemoth was still confused, the Godking Yama began to batter away at the Behemoth with its cudgel. Smacksmacksmack! In a few short moments, the Behemoth's head was struck thirty to forty times.


"Wonderful!"


"Lord Marquis! Lord Marquis! Lord Marquis!"


The air resounded with endless cheers from the Tang. But in the distance, the Tibetans, Turks, and Arabs all had extremely nasty grimaces.


"Release!"


With Wang Chong stopping the Behemoth, Chen Bin and his men excitedly worked at their task. With a wave of Chen Bin's Wootz Steel sword, the second giant ballista bolt was fired, swiftly sinking into the Behemoth's skull.


"Hurry, faster!"


Chen Bin urged his men on. After their experience loading and firing twice, his men were much faster at loading the giant ballista. Boom! Another ten-meter-long ballista bolt came hot on the heels of the second, nailing itself into the Behemoth's head.


……


Wang Chong and the giant ballista worked in close collaboration. While Wang Chong's cudgel attacked from the front, the giant ballista fired from behind him. Ballista bolt after ballista bolt sank into the Behemoth's skull, each bolt sapping away at its life.


Boom! The final shot was not unleashed by Chen Bin's men, but from the nearby open gate of Talas. At some point, the second giant ballista had been finished and been pushed out through the city gates. Leading the team was the slender and still-young figure of Xu Keyi.


With two giant ballistae, the army exploded with cheers, its morale at its peak, even greater than it had been at the start of the battle. With the bolt fired from Xu Keyi's giant ballista, the distant scaled Behemoth finally crashed to the ground.


The earth quivered under the impact, as if it was about to crack apart under the pressure.


After taking twenty-some bolts from the giant ballistae, the infamous 'Terrorizer' of the Arabian Empire had finally died, the last embers of its life having been extinguished.


"Protector-General! Protector-General! Protector-General!"


All the soldiers within the defense line and inside Talas were cheering so loudly that they could be heard a hundred li away. In the distance, the generals of the three opposing empires all had extremely awful expressions, particularly the Arabs. The Terrorizer had a thunderous reputation, having destroyed innumerable cities. Nothing had ever posed a real threat to this Behemoth, much less been capable of killing it.


But now, it had entered its eternal slumber.


If they hadn't seen it for themselves, not even if they were beaten to death would they have believed it. This was undoubtedly a massive blow to the Arab army.


Buzz!


Without the slightest hesitation, Wang Chong raised his right foot, stepping over the Terrorizer's corpse and striding into the distance.


"Chen Bin, Xu Keyi, I'll leave the two giant ballistae to you. Work together to kill the last Behemoth!"


Wang Chong's voice echoed in the air, but the person himself had already gone.


In the distance, Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, and Wang Yan were embroiled in fierce combat with the black boar Behemoth. Their attacks were coming in fast and thick, but the Behemoth ignored them, focusing all its attacks on Talas. The lofty walls of Talas were shaking, swaying more and more with each impact.


The situation was perilous. If the black boar's attacks continued unabated, the entire city of Talas would collapse in short order.
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"Yama's Fury!"


Just when the black boar Behemoth was prepared to smash into the wall once more, the black Godking Yama leaped into the air and slammed the enormous cudgel burning with violet flames into the Behemoth's head. At almost the same time, the giant ballistae under the control of Chen Bin and Xu Keyi also began to fire, two huge ballista bolts shooting toward the black boar's head.


Owwww!


The black boar Behemoth that was the 'Destroyer' gave off a shrill howl. This time, its hardy bristles and pliable, tenacious hide were ineffective. The long ballista bolts pierced right through its skin and skull to penetrate deeply into its head.


The Destroyer had finally suffered a wound of unprecedented severity.


Bang! Bang!


As the Destroyer howled, two more ballista bolts thundered into its head. Its once-exuberant flame of life seemed to suddenly be assailed by a snowstorm, instantly dimming.


"Wonderful!"


Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, and Wang Yan were elated by this sight and immediately began to work with Wang Chong and the two distant giant ballistae. One second, two seconds… The black boar Behemoth's vitality was dropping at an astonishing rate.


Roaring, the Behemoth turned its scarlet eyes to the distant giant ballistae and began to charge. This Behemoth had originally been focused on attacking the city, but the damage inflicted by these two giant ballistae had been far more severe than that of the three Great Generals. Each blow sent pain all the way into its bone marrow, such that the Behemoth could not simply disregard the attacks of the giant ballistae.


"Stop it!"


Gao Xianzhi and the others had been completely focused on the Behemoth, so the moment it turned, enormous chains of Stellar Energy swished out and pulled it back. A few seconds later, the Supreme Desolation God, the Mighty Miracle God, Gao Xianzhi, and Wang Chong's Godking Yama began to attack the Behemoth's ribs.


The Behemoth charged left and right, but found itself stymied at every turn. During this entire process, the Behemoth's head was struck by eight more ballista bolts.


"Release!"


"Release!"


The giant ballistae were lined up together, Chen Bin and Xu Keyi swinging down their swords as they commanded their men to shoot. These two were the best ballista officers in the Tang reinforcement army, and they had only needed a short while to understand how to use the giant ballistae.


Besides that, the two had also refined the loading procedure, speeding up this most important part of the giant ballista's firing process.


"Release!"


"Release!"


One bolt was fired after another, the two giant ballistae showing a completely different level of power from when they were used against the hippo Behemoth. Under the continuous fire of the giant ballistae, the black boar Behemoth's vitality was weakened to an unbelievable level.


"These fucking bastards! I'll tear your corpses into shreds!"


As the Destroyer was surrounded by the four Tang experts and constantly wounded by the giant ballistae, Masil trembled, his rage contorting his face into a savage grimace.


Masil turned and yelled to one of the fearful servants behind him, "Hurry and call the Destroyer back!"


Although he was extremely unwilling, he deeply cherished each of these Behemoths. The Terrorizer was already dead, so Masil could not sit back and watch as the other Behemoth died at the hands of the Tang.


Phweeet!


A moment later, a sharp whistle suddenly rose from the Arab camp. The sound of this whistle made the black boar Behemoth in front of Talas pause and turn its head toward the Arab camp. Boom! Without any hesitation, the illustrious Destroyer pushed aside its attackers and began to madly charge out of the encirclement.


"Beast! Don't you think it's a little too late to think about escaping!"


Chen Bin and Xu Keyi sneered at this sight. If the Arabs had called back the black boar Behemoth earlier, they might have still had a chance, but now, the Behemoth had at least twenty ballista bolts sticking out of its head, each of them hammered deep into its skull by Wang Chong's cudgel. In this situation, even something as tenacious as this Behemoth was teetering on the edge of death.


Boom! Boom!


With another wave of Chen Bin's and Xu Keyi's swords, two more ballista bolts struck the Behemoth's head.


The Behemoth was extremely fast, and in the blink of an eye, it had covered fifty zhang. Boom! Boom! Two more ballista bolts struck its head. Seventy zhang. Boom! Boom! Another pair arrived.


Rumble! One hundred and fifty zhang!


Yet another two ballista bolts struck true, and with one last howl, the black boar Behemoth crashed into the ground, stirring up a cloud of dust.


With the battle concluded, everything fell quiet. The first cheers exploded from the Tang soldiers atop the walls of Talas. The enormous pressure that had hung over all their heads had finally dispersed.


"Won! We won!"


The Tang soldiers and mercenaries waved their hands in the air, their faces red from excitement. Through the corpses of the three Behemoths, the Great Tang had once more displayed its power to its enemies.


More importantly, the army finally had a weapon capable of dealing with these monsters. The army of one hundred thousand had one more tool in its arsenal to help it survive this battle.


"It's over. The Arabian Behemoths could not pose a threat. In the end, it seems like it's still up to us!"


The Celestial Wolf Great General Duwu Sili stood atop a hill with barely concealed disappointment in his eyes. He had held a great deal of hope in these enormous beasts, but the giant ballistae had ensured that there would be no suspense.


Now that the Great Tang had this sort of weapon, the Behemoths no longer posed a very large threat.


"It's still too early to cast judgment."


A voice came from the side. Duwu Sili had already turned and was preparing to head back to his army, but this voice made him stop and turn in confusion to Dalun Ruozan.


"Haha, has General not realized? The Tang defense line has been completely opened up."


Dalun Ruozan spoke in a laid-back tone, but Duwu Sili trembled at these words, his head twisting to look at the first defense line. In this battle, everyone's attention had been drawn away by the enormous size of the Behemoths, even Duwu Sili's. Little attention had been paid to the two steel defense lines the Great Tang had built up in front of Talas.


Buzz!


As he scanned the first Tang defense line, Duwu Sili's pupils constricted as if he had been given a sudden jab.


"This!!"


At the very start, the first defense line in front of Talas had been straight, firm, and valiant, offering the Tang a powerful fortification and lifeline. But now, Duwu Sili was seeing a twisted and crooked line, with large gaps punched through that once-majestic line of walls.


From what he could see, the length of the defense line that had been twisted and battered was more than one thousand zhang. Such a large 'gap' in the Tang defense was extremely lethal. Simply put, the Arabs could put aside attacks on the rest of the defense line and focus all their power on that one gap.


From a certain perspective, the first defense line existed only in name. The Great Tang had lost their most powerful defensive line against the Arabs! The Great Tang was now in a crisis.


"How could this be?!"


Duwu Sili took in a deep breath, not daring to believe his eyes. He recalled that the first Behemoth had not been able to inflict this much damage. Although the Great Tang had lost around ten thousand men, they had killed the Behemoth before it had been able to inflict very much damage.


As for the second Behemoth, though it had been stronger, it had only been effective for an even shorter period of time. Before it could fully exhibit its destructive power, it had been vanquished by the Tang boy's god transformation and the giant ballista. The black boar Behemoth had also been vigorous in its assault, even causing many cracks to appear on the city walls, but in the end, the walls of Talas stood tall.


In this aspect, the Arab operation could be considered a complete failure.


But Duwu Sili had never noticed just how so much damage had been inflicted.


"What is going on here?" Duwu Sili couldn't help but say.


"Haha, in truth, it began from the very start. You were all focused on the Behemoth's battle with Wang Chong, not even paying attention to what else was going on. The Behemoth attacking the steel defense line was far stronger than imagined… None of you noticed that its true power wasn't in its body, but in its four thick feet," Dalun Ruozan said with a faint smile. A superb strategist had to be extremely perceptive, noticing the small details along with the large, noticing that which ordinary people missed and completely grasping the battlefield.


"Every time that Behemoth advanced, it would always unleash wave after wave of shocks and vibrations. This is its true power, and those steel walls already began to collapse starting from that moment. All of you might not have noticed, but Wang Chong did, which was why he was so anxious and desperate."
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"!!!"


Dalun Ruozan's words stunned even Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje, let alone Duwu Sili. There was no question that, just like Duwu Sili, they had not even noticed the other details of this battle.


Dalun Ruozan took in the reactions of his peers with a smile. In a war like this, he would always be able to notice more than people like Duwu Sili and Huoshu Huicang.


"Although the Behemoths are dead and the Great Tang now has heavy weapons capable of dealing with them, this battle is far from over. Abu Muslim is known as the most ambitious and most powerful Governor of the East in the history of the Arabian Empire, as well as the one who has conquered the most countries. He can't not have a plan, nor would he ever allow the battle to end like this!"


Dalun Ruozan's eyes glowed with a perceptive light, as if he could calculate everything happening on the battlefield. This was the demeanor of a strategist. Duwu Sili, who had been preparing to leave, couldn't help but turn back around and walk back to the top of the hill.


After a little more than a day, Duwu Sili had unwittingly developed a deep trust in this wise Great Minister of another country.


"The Tang giant ballistae might appear extremely formidable, but they're only useful against large-scale targets like the Behemoths. For ordinary soldiers, they're just like catapults, all bark with very limited bite. Even though these Behemoths have died, I am confident that Abu Muslim has considered the objective reached, with the Tang defense line completely open to them."


Dalun Ruozan spoke fluidly, his tone assured and at ease.


"Moreover, if my judgment is correct, the Tang should only have two of these giant ballistae, three at most, and they were probably all set up on the spot. Otherwise, they would have used them against the first Behemoth. Thus, the Tang are still in the middle of this crisis!"


The hill was quiet, Duwu Sili, Huoshu Huicang, and Dusong Mangpoje all flabbergasted. If things really were as Dalun Ruozan had said, if the Tang really did only have two or three giant ballistae, then their situation was truly not as rosy as it seemed.


"If this really is the case, if we destroy the giant ballistae, won't they be finished?" Dusong Mangpoje finally asked.


"Heh, who says that's not the case?"


Dalun Ruozan chuckled, a thoughtful smile on his lips.


The first phase of the battle was over, but it was only now beginning to dance to the tempo it should have had. Dalun Ruozan was well aware that the next part of the battle would be more intense than any before it!


……


In the distant Arab camp, the air was heavy and oppressive. The cheers from when the Behemoths had first set out had long ago died away. When the black boar Behemoth, the Destroyer, fell to the ground, the more than two hundred thousand Arab soldiers had fallen eerily silent, not making a single sound. And in the rear, the air was even more suffocating.


All the Arab generals were looking at that hunchbacked figure.


Even though Masil was a trusted aide of the Caliph and commander of the Behemoth Army, even he couldn't help but turn red in shame and grimace from all the pressure he was receiving. When he had just arrived on the battlefield, he had been bursting with pride and confidence, believing that his Behemoth Army alone could sweep away the infidels occupying Talas.


But in the end, three of his mighty Behemoths had died on the battlefield while everyone watched. Masil felt like he had lost all his dignity.


More importantly, Masil and the Behemoth Army represented the Caliph as one of the strongest forces in the Abbasid Caliphate. This sort of result humiliated both the Caliphate and the Caliph.


"This was an accident! And I had no idea they had such a thing. The report you gave me said nothing of them having this sort of giant ballista! Such a thing has never happened before!"


Masil finally could not help but defend himself.


The surrounding generals remained silent, but their eyes clearly communicated their doubt.


Arabia was a country of war, a country of conquest, and what it worshiped the most was strength. Without power, a strength that could inspire admiration, even a trusted aide of the Caliph was useless. If Masil had succeeded in conquering their enemies and destroying their fortifications, they would have respected and revered him, even with his hunched back.


But there was no doubt that he had blundered.


"Enough!"


Abu Muslim finally spoke. In the entire army, only he and Ziyad did not criticize Masil. Their gazes looked past the army to the enemy side.


"This battle was not Masil's error, and despite the deaths of the Behemoths, Masil has helped us accomplish our goal and opened up the Tang defense line! Now, it is our turn to attack!"


With these final words, a flash of frighteningly cold light flickered through Abu Muslim's eyes. His eyes had already locked onto that more-than-one-thousand-zhang 'gap' along the Tang defense line.


"Order the army to get ready. In addition, have the last army prepare to attack."


Bwoooom!


A horn loudly blared, rising from the Arab army to resound across the entire western battlefield.


"What is this?!"


In the distance, the Tang soldiers who were still in the middle of cleaning up the mess from the battle just now began to look up in shock.


After two battles, the Tang army would immediately notice anything the Arabs did. But this was not the only thing that surprised them. They had always heard the Arabs use war drums to signal. They had never heard any horns coming from the Arab camp.


At the same time, the four supreme commanders of the Tang force standing in front of Talas also had their attention piqued by the horn.


"What's going on? Are the Arabs going to attack again so quickly?"


Cheng Qianli looked into the distance, disbelief in his eyes.


"I don't know. The Arabs rarely use horns. I have a bad feeling about this. Our next opponent might be even harder to deal with than the Behemoth Army."


Gao Xianzhi was standing on the shoulder of the Supreme Desolation God, his solemn gaze fixed upon the somber ranks of the gathering Arab army.


"Abu Muslim is preparing to personally enter the fray."


A calm and emotionless voice rang out in their ears. Everyone turned to that young and slender figure.


"Wang Chong?!"


Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, and Wang Yan all stared at Wang Chong in shock and disbelief.


"Abu Muslim has achieved his objective. Our strength has been weakened, and more importantly… he's managed to smash open our defense line."


Wang Chong suddenly turned his head to the long gap in the first defense line.


Without even needing Wang Chong's order, the craftsmen had already gone to the first defense line to begin repairs. Thick coils of smoke were rising from around the gap, hundreds of thousands of furnaces spewing flame. Though countless craftsmen were working on it, the repairs were going very slowly.


The hippo Behemoth had not only destroyed the steel walls and scattered them all over, it had also completely altered the geography of the area. The steel walls could be repaired, but the same could not be said for the now-uneven terrain, at least not in the short time available.


The Tang commanders fell silent as they stared at the long gap, their expressions extremely grave. Disasters never came alone. During the two Behemoth assaults, the Tang had lost more than ten thousand men, their defense line had been shattered, and Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, Wang Yan, and Wang Chong had all consumed a significant amount of mental, physical, and Stellar Energy.


They hadn't even managed to catch their breath yet, but Abu Muslim was already sending out his army of two hundred thousand, even personally entering the fray. This was absolutely awful news.


Wang Chong seemed to be the only person able to maintain his composure, but in his mind, he was just as unsettled as the rest.


That horn… is it the Skyquaking Army?


Wang Chong looked to the place the sound of the horn was coming from, his mind in turmoil. Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli couldn't hear anything special about it, but Wang Chong had recognized what that horn was the moment it began to blare—this was the horn of the Skyquaking Army!


The Arabs did not use horns. In the Arabian army, only one special army used this kind of horn.


The Skyquaking Army!


Has it finally begun? Wang Chong inwardly muttered.


In his last life, although he had never taken part in the Battle of Talas, he had memorized every detail by heart. The Skyquaking Army had been a powerful force on that battlefield, intimidating everyone present! But this was not the first time Wang Chong had experienced its power. The Skyquaking Army had also appeared in the war of the southwest.


These giants ranging from six to more than ten meters tall had inflicted enormous damage on Wang Chong's forces. At that time, they had just been a simple 'army of giants', but Wang Chong was well aware that in this appearance, they would display a whole new level of strength. This would be the true Skyquaking Army!


A dreadful army of madness and destruction!


It was when the Skyquaking Army had appeared that the Anxi Protectorate army had been utterly routed. The legends claimed that the Arabs summoned and ordered the Skyquaking Army by using a unique, massive, golden horn. This horn had only blared once over the battlefield to close the curtain on the Tang army.
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"Li Siye! Pass on my order! Have the army gather and prepare for battle!"


Wang Chong's eyes flashed as he spoke.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!" Li Siye answered from his Ferghanan steed. "Hyah!" He rode forward, calling to the Wushang Cavalry behind him before galloping to the defense line.


"Lord Protector-General, let us go!"


At almost the same moment, Wang Chong dispelled the Yama transformation. A battle was imminent, and Wang Chong could sense that this was certain to be a bitter and desperate battle.




"Mm."


Gao Xianzhi nodded and followed Wang Chong to the defense line.


……


Rumble!


In the distance, the horn had stopped, but the quaking of the earth was only getting more intense. As the two hundred thousand Arab soldiers prepared for battle, an enormous energy began to sweep over the earth. Just by observing from the distance, one could feel a stifling pressure.


Roooar!


The countless Arab cavalry roared as they flourished their scimitars, allowing cold light to shine off them. Their tens of thousands of scimitars aimed into the air created a glimmering and terrifying forest of blades.


"The Arabs are finally moving out!"


The Western Turks and Tibetans were spectating from a distance, looking at the Arab army on the horizon and listening to their heaven-shaking shouts. Dalun Ruozan and the others all had calm expressions, but their eyes were gleaming brightly. After waiting for so long, the Arabs had finally decided to move out.


Although the Behemoths had an intimidating strength, they had still fallen to the nearly one hundred thousand Tang soldiers. Troops on the ground were still needed.


"I don't know if the Arabs can thoroughly rout the Tang!" Huoshu Huicang muttered, a look of anticipation in his eyes as he gazed at the Arab army that extended to the edge of the horizon. No one in the world was better than the Arabs at cavalry charges that could shatter enemy formations. Even the proud Tibetans had chosen to humbly concede defeat on this point. And in terms of defensive battles and defensive infantry formations, no one in the world could surpass the Great Tang.


There was probably no country in the world besides the Great Tang that could rely on infantry formations to stand against a storm of attacks from Arab cavalry several times their number.


The Great Tang had dominated the world through its infantry, while Arabia had become hegemon via its cavalry. These were the strongest and most representative soldiers of the strongest empires of the east and west, but the situation had now changed. A gap had appeared in the steel defense line built by the Tang.


A gap more than one thousand zhang long was more than enough for the Arab cavalry to bypass the steel defense line and strike straight into the heart of the Tang formation.


It was now completely possible for the Arabs to completely crush the Tang.


"The Tang need to repair it, but there's no more time! Since they don't have the time to repair that long gap, their defeat is assured," Huoba Sangye said. He was also at the top of the hill, observing from his highland steed. Behind him were the several thousand Mutri Great Cavalry.


"I just feel a little regret that the Great Tang's Wushang Cavalry will not be dying at our hands. However, to personally see them perish on the battlefield, to send them off as they are completely wiped out, can also comfort our fallen brethren, the White Braves and the Qinghai."


His voice grew quieter toward the end.


The more than sixty thousand soldiers of the Turko-Tibetan force fell silent, all of them waiting for the storm.


……


The atmosphere was tense.


On the western battle front, as the Arabs prepared for battle, the countless Tang warriors were also gathering behind the first defense line. All the soldiers that had withdrawn into the city were now marching out, neatly divided into orderly units.


The Tang army swiftly set up one defense line, then a second, a third… Meanwhile, at the front of the army, Zhang Shouzhi was leading all the craftsmen in an all-out effort to repair the steel walls. Fires blazed and smoke roiled into the tense atmosphere.


The armies of the two greatest empires of the east maintained a distant stalemate. Although the battle had yet to begin, swords were drawn and bowstrings pulled taut. The air was saturated with tension.


Rumble!


As the Tang readied for battle, the earth trembled, and massive silhouettes appeared from the rear of the Arab camp, blocking out the sun as they slowly strode into the field of vision.


A flood of pressure began to sweep over the world.


Buzz!


Everyone instantly paled at the sight.


One!


Two!


Three!


Four!


Four enormous Behemoths were slowly approaching the Tang camp.


"How could this be? How can the Arabs still have this many of those enormous monsters?!"


A gasp of shock could be heard. The Ferghanan commander Banahan grimaced, and though his soldiers said nothing, the look on their faces was enough to see how they felt.


"This is probably all their soldiers," the mounted Wang Chong next to Banahan calmly said. His eyes flickered for a moment in the fierce winds, but they remained hard and determined. He understood more about the Behemoth Army than anyone else present.


Since it was an army, there was naturally more than one or two Behemoths!


The first two assaults could be considered probing or disdain from the enemy. This time, however, the opposing commander had cast aside their disdain and placed all their attention on this battle.


According to Arab histories, the Behemoth Army has never dispatched two or more in a single battle, but this time, they're sending out four… This is truly a great honor! Wang Chong sarcastically noted to himself.


To any faction or power, the Behemoth Army was a dreadful force that could sweep away all opposition. These were beings that one was liable to associate with mysterious myths and legends, even though these Behemoths actually had very little to do with such myths!


These four Behemoths also posed an enormous pressure to Wang Chong. But since he now had two giant ballistae that could be used against the Behemoths, Wang Chong felt much more assured.


At the very least, these Behemoths were no longer invincible.


Boom!


The four Behemoths slowly approached like towering mountains. But when they were still only ten-some zhang from the Arab formation, they suddenly stopped as if frozen in place.


The rest of the Arab army also seemed to freeze.


Everyone was left at a loss by this abrupt scene.


"Lord Marquis, the Arabs have already blown the horn, so why did they stop? What are the Arabs waiting for?"


Xue Qianjun was astonished, his gaze turning to Wang Chong, mounted on the White-hoofed Shadow. They were all prepared for battle, but the two hundred thousand Arab soldiers and the four dreadful Behemoths had all stopped. The Tang were left confused and dumbfounded by this decision.


Wang Chong said nothing, his hands gripping the reins of his horse as his mind ran through countless thoughts. He had vaguely sensed something from the Arab army, but in this short time, he couldn't quite understand what it was.


Ever since he had interfered, the Battle of Talas had taken a completely different course from the one in his memories. He could no longer predict what was going to happen.


The anxiety and unease thickened over the silent battlefield.


"Are they ready?"


Abu Muslim's towering figure in the rear of the army spoke to someone behind him.


A burly Arab general behind Abu Muslim bowed and replied with abnormal subservience, "Lord Governor, everything is ready! All that is needed is Milord's order!"


"Very good!"


Abu Muslim's eyes glimmered with sharp light.


"Masil, begin!"


This order was spoken with a biting chill, an extreme bleakness.


Roooar!


The Behemoths roared, and the Arab army began to part, leaving a path for the four mountainous beings. Slowly, they began to step forward. Boom! The first Behemoth moved, then the second, the third… The four Behemoths bellowed as they began to charge toward the Tang.


As they began to charge, everyone could clearly see that the heads of the four Behemoths were covered in thick helmets. This sight made all of them grimace. It was very obvious that the Arabs had absorbed their lesson and increased the defenses around the vital heads of the Behemoths.


"Ready!"


Wang Chong gestured, and Chen Bin and Xu Keyi unsheathed their swords and began to issue orders.


Hundreds of ballista soldiers began to get to work.


Metal clanging and creaking could be heard as the soldiers nervously loaded the giant ballistae and aimed them at the Behemoths. The Great Tang only had two giant ballistae, but there were four Behemoths. No one knew how they would deal with all of them.


"Wang Chong, do we have any more of these giant ballistae in the camp? Can we make more?"


Gao Xianzhi galloped up to Wang Chong's side, his gaze tinged with concern as he looked ahead.


"No!"


Wang Chong shook his head.


"Until now, the giant ballistae were just a concept that we never tried before. It was enough of a miracle for us to build two and have them work normally. For the time being, we won't be able to build a third one."


In normal circumstances, the Tang should have never had the Behemoths as opponents in the Battle of Talas. That they had been able to build two giant ballistae was already a blessing from the heavens.
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"Lord Marquis, in truth… in our current situation, we might be able to build another one."


An elderly voice came from behind Wang Chong.


The four Tang commanders turned to look at Zhang Shouzhi.


"The greatest difficulty posed by the giant ballistae was that we had no experience building them. It was also partially that the materials were special and we didn't quite understand how to properly use them. But now that we've made two, we have experience that we can rely on. Although building a third will still be extremely difficult, we can do it as long as we have enough time. Moreover, the ballistae that were destroyed can be used as materials. For the rest of the parts, we can forge them on the spot. There's also an easy solution for the ballista bolts…"


With these last words, Zhang Shouzhi turned to the fallen Arabian Behemoths at the first defense line.


The ballista bolts used by the giant ballistae were different from normal bolts. Zhang Shouzhi and his craftsmen had forged them in the capital, gathering together the best artisans and craftsmen from the smithing clans. Moreover, they had been made with the best techniques and materials available, and after they were finished, they had even been bolstered by many formations and inscriptions.


It was precisely all these measures that allowed the giant ballista bolts to pierce through the tough and pliable hides of the Behemoths and then be hammered into their steely skulls. Such ballista bolts could not be casually forged on the battlefield. But these giant ballista bolts were also the thing they needed to worry about the least.


"I understand!" the Vice Protector-General of the Anxi Protectorate army, Cheng Qianli, declared with a sharp light in his eyes. He immediately galloped toward the corpse of the hippo-shaped Behemoth. Jumping onto the head, he reached into a bloody hole and pulled hard. Plush! In a spray of blood, a heavy giant ballista bolt emerged from the slain Behemoth's skull.


Boom!


Cheng Qianli's actions were clean and straightforward, these enormous ballista bolts seeming to be as light as a feather in his hands. One after another, he pulled them out and threw them to a place near one of the giant ballistae. Large clouds of dust churned in the air as he threw them down.


These giant ballista bolts were each extremely heavy. Only elite generals like Cheng Qianli had the strength to pull them out.


In a few moments, thirty to forty giant ballista bolts had been gathered and piled up beside the two giant ballistae.


Bong! Bong! Bong!


War drums began to bang from the Arab camp. Not long after the four Behemoths began to move, the two hundred thousand Arab cavalry that had stood on the sidelines this entire time began to move as well, black waves surging up behind the Behemoths toward the Tang defense line.


"Kill!"


"Destroy them! Kill these heathens!"


The thundering of the war drums was joined by the Arab calls to battle, and a somber and savage wind began to sweep across the battlefield.


The battle was finally beginning!


"Ready!"


A resounding voice carried across the overcast sky, and with this order, the clanging of weapons being unsheathed and readied echoed over the defense line, their edges brightly gleaming.


"Shield men, get ready!"


"Ballista soldiers, get to your positions!"


"Cavalry, assume formation!"


One crisp order after another was sent through the ranks. In a flash, the reinforcements from Qixi and the Anxi Protectorate army, more than one hundred thousand soldiers in all, began to move. The sounds of marching, the clattering of army and weapons, the vibrating of shields, and the hammering of the forges fused into a single din.


The Tang army became an enormous machine, shrouded in an intimidating aura.


The battlefield was so somber that even the distant Tibetans and Turks were affected, all of them so overcome by nerves that they almost forgot to breathe.


Abu Muslim gazed at the Tang defense line and suddenly ordered, "Masil! Get ready! You should join the assault as well!"


"Heh! Understood."


Masil had apparently expected this. He looked at the defense line and gave a sinister chuckle, then began walking to the rear. Boom! A crack opened up in the ground, and Masil vanished through it.


Roooar!


The Behemoths roared, their heavy footsteps causing the earth to quiver. As they got closer and closer to the steel walls, their weighty bodies stirred clouds of dust ten-some meters high. Behind the Behemoths, the Arab cavalry waved their scimitars as they charged up in a flood.


Three thousand zhang!


Twenty-five hundred zhang!


The four Behemoths and the sea of Arab cavalry behind them charged at full speed toward the Tang defense line.


"All soldiers, stand ready!"


Li Siye led the five thousand Wushang Cavalry in standing at the very front, his thunderous voice ringing in everyone's ears.


Tension!


Incomparable tension!


The air of confrontation between the two armies rapidly thickened. The Arabs, Tang, and the mercenaries all had their eyes locked forward, their hands clenched tightly on their weapons, the veins bulging out from their skin.


At this moment, even Wang Chong and Gao Xianzhi looked a little nervous. This could be the decisive battle between the Arabs and the Tang.


When the Arabs and the Behemoths were still two thousand zhang away, Wang Chong pulled out his sword and issued an order. "Ballista soldiers!"


The three thousand ballistae began to creak as the bolts were loaded and aimed.



The ballistae were the only things capable of posing a threat to both the Arab cavalry and the Behemoths at the same time. Although they were not as damaging as the giant ballistae, they made up for it in their numbers.


But just when the three thousand ballistae had been loaded and aimed, a shrill whistle suddenly exploded in everyone's ears. On the distant horizon, behind the Arab army, the ground suddenly shook as if something had exploded out of it.


The shaking and the shifting lights and shadows that accompanied it immediately caught everyone's attention.


"What's that?" Cheng Qianli asked, squinting.


Wang Chong, Gao Xianzhi, and Cheng Qianli stood side by side on the front line, observing that distant sight. Wang Chong and Gao Xianzhi said nothing, but they both felt an ill foreboding at the same time. Whatever that sound was, for it to appear at a time like this was definitely not a good thing.


Whooah!


The soldiers suddenly broke into an uproar. The army had not needed to wait long for the answer to the riddle to be revealed.


"Look over there!"


"What's that?"


"A meteor! It's a meteor!"


As the soldiers looked on in astonishment, an enormous 'meteor' appeared over the defense line, its surface burning with dark green flames as it spun through the air. It was moving with incredible speed. By the time the soldiers had noticed, it was only several hundred zhang from their heads.


"Careful!"


Wang Chong's pupils constricted, immediately reacting to the intense danger he felt. This sight was far too strange, far beyond what he had predicted. But even with Wang Chong's warning, it was still too late…


Boom!


In a flash, that enormous, blazing 'meteor' had covered those several hundred zhang and smashed into the ground.


"Ah!"


The meteor made its explosive impact, the air suddenly filling with screams as Tang soldiers and Western Regions mercenaries were sent flying by the shockwaves. Tiny rocks and stones sprayed outward, transformed by the force of the impact into sharp arrows that peppered the surrounding soldiers.


Neeeigh! The warhorses cried out, their eyes wide as they galloped in fear to the rear. The army around the site of the meteor's impact was in chaos.


And in the center of this chaos was an enormous pit, ten-some meters in diameter and seven meters at its deepest. At the very bottom was what could only be called a 'giant egg'. The egg was a mottled dark green, as tall as five or six adult men. It appeared to be made of some sort of sturdy metal and was still burning with green flames.


Kacrack! The giant egg began to crinkle, and a thin black crack appeared on the giant egg that everyone had mistaken for a meteor. Boom! Before anyone could react, an enormous palm like pitch-black steel burst out of the egg, grabbing onto the edge of a crack.


"Hahaha, all of you die for me!"


A sinister and cruel voice, suffused with an intense killing intent, suddenly rang out in everyone's ears. In that moment, everyone realized that the palm that had emerged out of the giant egg was even larger than a horse! And in that egg, they could clearly make out a dreadful pair of red eyes.


"Ah!"


Cries of alarm rang out in the air as countless warhorses took off in fright. As the soldiers looked on in horror, the egg fully split open, and with a clattering of metal, a pitch-black giant rose from inside.


Ten meters, fifteen meters, seventeen meters… in the end, the giant man's height finally stopped rising at eighteen meters.


Black steely skin, a large and fierce body, cruel and evil eyes that lusted for destruction—this was clearly a primordial giant spoken of in myths! And that mottled green egg shell was clearly that giant's armor.


Bang!


An enormous gray boulder flew through the air. The moment the giant had 'risen from the earth' and revealed its true form, it had taken up a giant rock half a man tall and thrown it. Bang! An unlucky mercenary was struck, both he and his horse smashed into paste before even having a chance to scream. And the rock continued on its remaining momentum to carve a bloody path through the dense ranks of the army. It left behind a trail of corpses and severed limbs in its wake, belonging to both man and horse.
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"Hahaha, all of you damnable ants, die for me!"


Savage laughter rang out over the army.


Bang! Right after throwing the rock, the giant lunged forward with the agility of an ape, jumping out from the pit. Boom! The steely black arms swept out like a wheel, and before anyone could react, twenty to thirty Tang cavalry were tossed screaming into the air.


And this green-armored giant scarcely paused for a breath. He immediately lunged forward, snatching an enormous green shield as he charged here and there, tossing all the soldiers in his way into the air.


"Form a defense line!"


"Careful!"


"Surround him!"


This attack was so sudden that all the soldiers around the pit were in complete disarray. Countless Tang soldiers, soldiers from Greater and Lesser Balur, and mercenaries from the Western Regions rushed in from all directions, but none of them could take even a single blow from the terrifying giant.


Rumble! Soldier after soldier, group after group, rank after rank… countless soldiers were swept up like dust or withered leaves, tossed about by the eighteen-meter giant. In front of the entire army, the giant was unstoppable, opening up a massacre right in the middle of the ranks.


From the landing of the meteor to now, the Tang had suffered casualties of at least one hundred men. So unexpected was this assault that even Gao Xianzhi, Wang Chong, and Cheng Qianli paled in shock.


"Chen Bin! The ballistae!"


A frantic and furious bellow erupted from the front of the defense line. Wang Chong's face had contorted into a ghastly grimace at the sight of that giant wreaking havoc in the army, and his heart sank like a stone.


A Skyquaking Giant!


Although the surrounding soldiers and generals knew not the origin of that giant, Wang Chong had recognized it at a glance. These were the renowned Skyquaking Giants that the Arabs had used in the Battle of Talas during his last life.


Wang Chong was not surprised by the appearance of a Skyquaking Giant, but he had never expected it to appear on the battlefield in this sort of way. More importantly, the Skyquaking Giant would not have come alone. After all, it was part of the Skyquaking Army!


This meant…


"Whooah!"


"Look at that!"


"Shit! Get out of the way!"


As if responding to Wang Chong's thoughts, the earth shook with impacts, rocks and dirt gushing into the air. In the middle of the chaos, more of the blazing meteors had descended from the sky, smashing into various areas of the army.


Roooar!


In the midst of fierce explosions, the towering Skyquaking Giants howled, raising up their arms with a momentum that could push up the heavens as they emerged from their giant eggs to appear before the army.


Their ferocious, savage, and frenzied aura swept through the surrounding Tang soldiers in a storm of intimidation.


"Kill them!"


A fierce bellow resounded within the two steel defense lines, the Skyquaking Giants unexpectedly speaking in Arabic. Boom!This seemed to be some sort of signal, and the Skyquaking Giants scattered throughout the army began to move as one.


Boomboomboom!


The erect and lofty figures of the Skyquaking Giants began to madly assault the Tang soldiers the moment they appeared, striding through the ranks as they rushed toward the same location.


"Ah!"


A Tang cavalryman screamed as a swarthy palm sent both him and his horse flying ten-some zhang into the air and several dozen zhang away. In that moment, everyone could once more see that these palms truly were larger than a horse.


"Get out of my way!"


Another giant kicked out, and in a spray of gravel, ten-some cavalry that were charging at the giant were sent flying.


In a few short moments, these eight Skyquaking Giants had thrown the Tang formation into utter disarray.


Bang!


A massive black ballista bolt howled through the air, swiftly closing the distance with a Skyquaking Giant. But in a flash of light, the ballista bolt that had proved to be such a nightmare for cavalry was blocked by the dark green shield of a Skyquaking Giant.


The Skyquaking Giant stepped on a corpse as he roared, "Careful of their ballista soldiers! Kill them!"


Boom! The giant suddenly lowered its body, grabbed the bulky corpse of a horse, and threw. With a thunderous bang, the corpse struck a ballista several dozen zhang away, throwing both the ballista and the five ballista soldiers around it into the air.


Following this Skyquaking Giant's demonstration, the other giants began to do the same, snatching anything they could get their hands on—stones, human corpses, horse corpses—and tossing them at the ballistae. Boom boom boom! Smoke roiled and debris flew through the air as the vital ballistae of the Tang army were smashed into pieces, the surrounding ballista soldiers also suffering severe casualties.


This was only the prelude. One after another, the Skyquaking Giants, scrunched up into their burning dark green eggs, plunged down from the skies, thrown from the distance by the heavy catapults.


Twenty, thirty, fifty… The Skyquaking Giants crashed down across the entire army.


Roooar! Raaaa!


As the giants bellowed, the situation turned extremely grim for the Tang.


Moreover, as these giants attacked the Tang soldiers, they were all rapidly making their way to the same location.


As the commanders of the ballista soldiers and the de facto controllers of the two giant ballistae, Chen Bin and Xu Keyi had immediately noticed that something was wrong. From their standpoint, they could see that no matter where the giants fell, they would immediately get up and begin making their way to the giant ballistae.


The giant ballistae were no longer simply an important weapon. Despite there being over one hundred thousand Tang soldiers at Talas, these two giant ballistae were the only things besides Gao Xianzhi, Wang Chong, Cheng Qianli, and Wang Yan capable of harming the four Behemoths. From a certain perspective, they were even more effective than the four Great Generals.


Without the two giant ballistae, the Tang would be in terrible danger.


It was obvious that the Arabs had noticed this, so they had thrown the giants over using their catapults to attack the giant ballistae.


"Stop them!"


"Protect the giant ballistae! Don't let them get close!"


"The giants aren't invincible! Everyone, take up formation and attack them as one!"


Shouts came from all directions, and the soldiers of various types gradually began to surround each of the giants. Everyone understood the importance of the giant ballistae, so once they realized the goal of the giants, they almost went mad in their attempts to stop the giants.


Although these giants were extremely strong and their palms were large enough to snatch up a horse, they were still within the scope of humans, and all the cavalry gathered here were not ordinary cavalry.


Tens of thousands of cavalry gathered together could deal with even a Great General, much less a few giants!


"Kill!"


The soldiers bellowed as they charged at the giants. Half of the three thousand ballistae turned around with a creak to target the Skyquaking Giants. Boomboomboom! The black ballista bolts shot like dragons toward the enormous Skyquaking Giants.


"Raaa! Defense!" shouted a Skyquaking Giant with a thick red beard, his height nearing twenty meters.


Buzz! The rushing Skyquaking Giants slowed down and began to take up defensive postures. Bangbangbang! The howling ballista bolts were all blocked by the dark green armor of the Skyquaking Giants.


Squelch! On the perimeter, a Skyquaking Giant had been just a little too slow, a ballista bolt finding its way through a chink in his armor and shooting through his chest. But this Skyquaking Giant seemed to feel nothing at all, and pulled the ballista bolt out by its tail, tearing off a large chunk of his flesh with it.


This sort of attack would be fatal to normal humans, but these Skyquaking Giants would only feel a little weaker, the flames of life in their bodies continuing to burn bright.


The vitality of the Skyquaking Giants could not compare to the Behemoths, but it was still extremely formidable!


"Split up! Three groups, deal with the ballistae. The rest of you, destroy those two giant ballistae!"


The red-bearded giant bared his teeth and bellowed out his countermeasure. To the astonishment of the Tang, the seemingly brutish and simpleminded Skyquaking Giants began to split up according to the red-bearded giant's orders. A group of giants got down on their knees and held up their shields, using their armor to block attacks while throwing stones and corpses at the ballistae, at the same time sweeping aside the Tang soldiers charging at them.


Screams and blood flew through the air. Each Skyquaking Giant was a killing machine grinding away at the surrounding Tang soldiers.


While these Skyquaking Giants were on the defense, another group of Skyquaking Giants began to rapidly make their way to the two giant ballistae, where Chen Bin and Xu Keyi were stationed.
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"There's no time! We can't let them destroy the giant ballistae! Chen Bin, you and I should use the giant ballistae to sweep them away!"


Xu Keyi turned his ashen face toward Chen Bin to his right, his armor clattering as it was battered by the fierce winds.


The giant ballistae were meant to be used against the Arabian Behemoths. Each ballista bolt was extremely precious, and if they were used inefficiently and a Behemoth were not killed, the Behemoth would proceed to inflict massive casualties on the Tang soldiers.


But in the current situation, the pair had no other choice. If the giant ballistae were destroyed, they would truly be left with nothing.


"Mm!"


Chen Bin gave a firm nod as he stood in front of his giant ballista.


"We'll do as you say!"


The two quickly agreed on their plan. Rumble! The giant ballistae originally aimed at the four Behemoths slowly began to turn, their enormous ballista bolts aiming at the two closest Skyquaking Giants.


Boom! Boom!


Two huge ballista bolts, ten-some meters long, shot into the air in explosive shockwaves. The enormous strength of the bolt immediately punched through the dark green shield of a Skyquaking Giant and then through his body, sending the now-dead giant flying through the air. Nearby, the other Skyquaking Giant screamed as he was also killed by a giant ballista bolt.


These Skyquaking Giants were tenacious and sturdy beings, able to singlehandedly vanquish hundreds of soldiers, but they were still incredibly fragile before the dreadful power of the giant ballistae.


Buzz!


In the moment that two Skyquaking Giants were slain by the giant ballistae, the entire battlefield became eerily silent, all the giants staring at the giant ballistae in shock.


The giants all possessed terrifying strength, speed, and dexterity, along with their extremely tough bodies that allowed them to drop down from the sky and emerge unscathed. To their understanding, there was nothing in the world that could defeat them. From the establishment of their army, none of them had ever died in this kind of manner.


But this silence did not persist for long. The earth quickly began to shake as more and more Skyquaking Giants impacted into the army.


The Arabs were continuing to throw the Skyquaking Giants into the Tang formation.


"Kill!"


The Skyquaking Giants rallied, heedlessly charging at the two giant ballistae.


"Release!"


Amidst the howling of the ballista bolts, Chen Bin and Xu Keyi nervously swung their swords down again and again, commanding the giant ballistae against the surrounding Skyquaking Giants.


However, the loading times of the giant ballistae were a fatal weakness, and the Skyquaking Giants were getting closer and closer.


And this was not even the worst part of the situation. As the Skyquaking Army continued to descend from the sky, encroaching upon the giant ballistae and throwing the Tang formation into chaos, the four enormous Behemoths were still approaching, now less than one thousand zhang from the first defense line.


Behind the Behemoths, the two hundred thousand Arab soldiers were surging forward like an avalanche.


Beset by enemies from both within and without, the Tang army was in an unprecedented predicament.


"Li Siye!"


A young and calm voice resounded over the army. This voice seemed to possess a unique charm that made one instinctively trust in it, and it immediately calmed down the army.


At the front of the defense line, Wang Chong had taken in everything that was happening, and though he seemed calm on the surface, his mind was in a state of complete turmoil, an invisible pressure battering at him from all sides.


Only Wang Chong understood just how enormous this pressure was, but he could not show the tiniest bit of strain.


"Lead all the Wushang Cavalry in defense and kill off all the Skyquaking Giants… This is your mission!"


"This general will go!"


Li Siye hardened his resolved and immediately rode away, charging toward the Skyquaking Giants.


"Everyone, follow me!"


Gallop! The five thousand Wushang Cavalry rode off without a single word, following behind Li Siye like the guards of the god of death.


"One hundred men to a group! Disperse!"


As they charged, Li Siye's deputy Kong Zi-an bellowed orders, and the dense ranks of the Wushang Cavalry divided into fifty hundred-man teams that immediately began to charge at the nearest Skyquaking Giants.


The Wushang Cavalry were the most lethal force in the army, the only force the army could rely on to deal with the Skyquaking Giants.


When all this was done, Wang Chong still could not relax. His sharp eyes were more dazzling than the sun, shining with a profound and farsighted light. Rumble! Wherever Wang Chong looked, he could see the Skyquaking Giants descending like meteors on the Tang army.


The positions of these dark green meteors were reflected in Wang Chong's eyes and became a part of his calculations.


"Elder Fang, Elder Du! I need the two of you to work with me! Set up a Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap to the southwest! The Kan position! Hurry!"


These abrupt words surprised the nearby Cheng Qianli, but the two recipients were not so dazed.


"Lord Marquis, understood!"


"Leave this matter to us!"


Two figures opened up their arms like wings, making their sleeves flutter as they jumped out of the ranks. As they flew through the air, the two snatched up large and heavy blocks of steel and hurled them.


Clangclangclang!


One piece of steel after another was thrust into the ground. In the blink of an eye, Elders Fang and Du, both Saint Martial experts of Wushang Village, had used the steel to form an enormous Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap.


Boom!


The moment the pair finished the Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap, a plunging meteor crashed right into the center of the formation. Roooar! The dark green meteor split open, releasing a Skyquaking Giant surrounded in a tempest of energy, waving his arms as he rose from the earth. But as he prepared to begin killing his way through the soldiers, he suddenly froze in shock, his roar dying away.


Outside the formation, Elders Fang and Du saw what had happened and immediately understood.


"To the southwest, the Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap, the Qian position!" Wang Chong's voice once more rang in their ears. "Hurry!"


The elders immediately came to their senses and rushed in the direction indicated. The Wushang Village elders by now understood that Wang Chong was estimating where the giants were landing and using the Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap to hold them down.


At a time like this, this was truly the best method to deal with them.


"To the southeast, the Li position!


"The northeast, the Kun position!


"To the east, the Dui position!"


Wang Chong looked up to the sky, one order after another leaving his lips. Elder Fang and Elder Du were rushing to and fro across the battlefield, laying down one Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap after another.


This formation was an ancient formation, and while dealing with dreadful beasts more powerful than Great Generals like the Behemoths was beyond its power, it was more than enough to deal with the Skyquaking Giants.


Roooar! Raaaa!


Roars rang out over the earth as the meteors continued to rain down. The Skyquaking Giants rose from the earth, only to be confronted with the formidable Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Traps.


Boom! Boom! Boom! The Skyquaking Giants madly attacked their surroundings, their steely fists lashing out, but the gray fog created by the formation meant that they couldn't even see the soldiers outside the formation, much less attack them.


The Four Symbols Yinyang Soul Trap also used the strength of the earth, so all the attacks the giants aimed at the formation were like they were attacking the earth itself and had little effect.


As these formations went up, five waves, nearly fifty Skyquaking Giants, were held down.


"Damn it! Destroy those things!" a bearded giant angrily roared. Stomp! Stomp! Footsteps thundered over the battlefield as ten-some Skyquaking Giants began to stride toward the formations.


However, before they could get very far, they were intercepted by a group of cavalry.


"Kill them!"


Kong Zi-an raised his sword into the air, leading one hundred Wushang Cavalry against the nearest Skyquaking Giant.


"Ignorant ant!"


The eighteen-meter giant sneered at this approaching group of cavalry. He tossed a gray boulder at them with one hand while the other swung with terrifying force at a Wushang cavalryman.


This palm could crack metal, and even a Wushang cavalryman would die if struck.


Hwooom! The palm swept across the ground, stirring a gale, but the giant had missed. Through some inconceivable method, the Wushang cavalryman had dodged the enormous palm by just a hair.
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"How could this be?!"


The giant roared, but he quickly began to feel a fiery pain. At the beginning, it had not been obvious, but the pain rapidly intensified, in the end even causing his bones to ache.


"Kill him!"


A bellow came from the giant's feet. Only by lowering his head did the giant realize that the ant-like human cavalry were scraping past his feet like lightning bolts, each of them wielding sharp swords.


The swords swept past his ankles like they were shearing through paper, cutting open that thick and sturdy dark green armor around his feet. The three-foot swords then cut through his skin, his tendons, his flesh, and then his bones, but because they were so sharp, he only felt the pain once the cavalry had ridden far away.


"How could this be? What sort of weapon could cut open our Giant God armor?"


The giant's eyes flew open in disbelief. He tried to raise his foot, but then he heard a crisp crack. His feet could no longer hold the weight of his body. A thin line of blood appeared, and then they snapped off.


Boom! The giant lost his balance and crashed to the ground.


"My feet, my feet!"


He screamed. Only now did the giant realize that the human soldiers had completely cut apart his ankles.


"Kill him!" Kong Zi-an loudly called out from behind the giant, his voice callous and determined. Right after he gave the order, his one hundred cavalry descended into a killing frenzy upon the giant, their Wootz Steel swords hacking at his shoulders, arms, waist, and legs. Blood gushed out from all over the giant's body, drenching the earth.


"Death's Scythe!"


A harsh shout came from the one hundred cavalry. The moment the giant had fallen, seven veteran and extremely formidable Wushang Cavalry had pressed their hands against the backs of their horses and jumped off. These seven were an elite Death's Scythe team, climbing onto the giant's body with ape-like agility.


In the war of the southwest, Wang Chong had used a Death's Scythe against the most basic form of these giants. Although this same Death's Scythe Formation was being used, the seven using it were as different as could be from the initial team. Wang Chong had specially trained these men to counter the Skyquaking Giants.


Rumble!


The horses galloped off in a churning cloud of dust, leaving behind the seven men of the Death's Scythe team. The rest of the Wushang Cavalry were led away by Kong Zi-an.


Meanwhile, the other hundred-man Wushang Cavalry teams were employing the same methods on the Skyquaking Giants. After charging at a Skyquaking Giant, they would leave behind a Death's Scythe team and move on to the next giant.


One, two, three… in the blink of an eye, the five thousand Wushang Cavalry had split off more than one hundred Death's Scythe teams. Moreover, based on the strength of the individual Skyquaking Giants, they would leave behind two, three, or even four teams.


"Damn it! You useless things!"


As the red-bearded leader of the Skyquaking Giants saw his men being held down, he could barely contain his anger.


"It seems like I'll have to do it myself! Humans, little different from ants, I will kill all of you!"


Bang! The red-bearded giant stomped, cracking the ground as he covered nine meters in a single bound, beginning to travel with terrifying speed toward the giant ballistae commanded by Chen Bin and Xu Keyi.


"Load!"


"Release!"


The air howled as a giant ballista bolt was fired at the red-bearded giant. The giant ballista bolt left behind a black blur as it flew through the air. Chen Bin and Xu Keyi had immediately ordered the ballista bolt to be fired upon sensing this new danger.


Buzz! The red-bearded giant seemed to have predicted this ballista bolt, and by slightly leaning his body to the side, he succeeded in dodging it.


"How could this be!"


Chen Bin and Xu Keyi were both flabbergasted by this sight. The giant ballista bolt was extremely fast, much faster than the bolts fired by ordinary ballistae. Once fired, they were essentially impossible to dodge. Moreover, the giants were ten meters high and made for extremely large targets, making missing even more unlikely. Yet the red-bearded giant had managed to dodge it. Just this alone was proof that this giant was stronger than the rest.


"Lowly humans! Take one of my attacks as well!!"


The red-bearded giant grabbed a bulky horse corpse in each hand, and threw, transforming them into cannonballs.


"Careful!"


Chen Bin nervously pulled out his sword and ran toward one corpse. At the same time, seven of the strongest ballista soldiers manning the giant ballista jumped up with him.


Bangbang!


They mustered all their strength to attack the horse corpse.


Boom! Chen Bin and the seven ballista soldiers smashed into the horse corpse, and in that moment, they all had a very strange feeling. Chen Bin felt like his attack was pushing up against the hard surface of a mountain. Not only was his attack ineffective, but the backlash of energy coming from the horse corpse made his bones groan as if they were about to fall apart, and his organs suffered a severe jolt.


Plush! Chen Bin tasted sweetness in his throat as his body flew backward through the air to smash into the giant ballista behind him. At the same time, the seven ballista soldiers also screamed as they were knocked away.


In that brief clash, Chen Bin and seven of his strongest ballista soldiers had been heavily injured by the horse corpse thrown by the red-bearded giant. In comparison to the giant, they were still too weak.


Bang! At almost the same time, Xu Keyi screamed as he and his own elite ballista soldiers were thrown back by the other horse corpse. The red-bearded giant no longer had any obstructions between him and the giant ballistae, and the nearest group of Wushang Cavalry was still a hundred zhang away.


"An excellent chance!"


The red-bearded giant elatedly strode toward one of the giant ballistae.


"Load! Load the ballista!"


"Don't let him get close! Use the giant ballista to kill him!"


Without the command of Xu Keyi and Chen Bin, the remaining ballista soldiers quickly began to panic. At this moment, the only things that could stop the red-bearded giant were the regular ballistae of the Great Tang. Boomboomboom! Ten-some ballista bolts shrieked toward the giant from all directions.


"Hah!"


The red-bearded giant sneered. He waved his dark-green shield, one swing immediately knocking eight ballista bolts away while the rest struck the shield as ineffectually as if they had struck a sturdy city wall.


Even while he blocked the ballista bolts, the red-bearded giant's footsteps continued to rumble across the battlefield. In a few moments, he was only around seven meters from one of the giant ballistae. Given his height, he only needed to take one more step to be in attack range of that giant ballista.


Not only that, Chen Bin and Xu Keyi had placed the two giant ballistae close together so that they could cooperate and maximize the power of the giant ballistae. This meant that once the red-bearded giant reached the first giant ballista, he would be only four meters away from the other one.


"Danger! No matter what, he can't be allowed to get any closer!"


"If the giant ballistae are destroyed, we're all doomed!"


"Everyone, follow me! Charge!"


Everyone in the surroundings who saw this sight paled in panic. Twenty-some Tang cavalry immediately began a heedless charge, but they were already too late. The red-bearded giant's eyes were fixed on the two giant ballistae, not even paying attention to anyone else.


Hwoom! A giant armored foot, blazing with green fire, rose into the air and began to descend toward the closest giant ballista.


The mere act of raising this foot stirred an enormous gale that blew away three of the ballista soldiers on the giant ballista. Given the strength the red-bearded giant had displayed, if this foot managed to land, the giant ballista which had taken so much effort to construct would be pulverized into a million pieces.


"Ah!"


Cries of alarm and fear rose from all sides, and everyone froze in place as the giant ballista to which all their lives were tied neared its moment of destruction.


But at this moment, a thin figure appeared atop the giant ballista. This person was wearing a white robe, their hair blowing in the wind. While everyone else was intimidated by the red-bearded giant's strength and believed that the destruction of the giant ballista was certain, that person simply looked up and raised a single finger toward the descending sole of the giant.


Bang!


Time seemed to stop. The red-bearded giant's mighty stomp which was capable of shattering even steel landed on that single finger like it had encountered the world's hardiest fortress. The air exploded at the power of the impact, sweeping through the surroundings, but nothing seemed capable of moving that figure.


"What sorcery is this? Who are you!"


The red-bearded giant's pupils constricted, his face contorting into a grimace. He knew well the power of his stomp, its dreadful might. No ordinary man could stop it with just a single finger.


"The King of the Gangke!"


The man raised his head and coldly announced his title, underscoring it with tremendous waves of energy exploding from his body.


"Wrathful Tide!"


There was a flash of what seemed like lightning, and the face of the nearly twenty-meter giant suddenly showed a hint of shock. Crssssh! His body was pushed backward, and only after he retreated more than ten zhang did that terrifying energy fully dissipate.
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"Human! I admit that I underestimated you. I didn't think that you would have such strength! But it is still too little. I will first kill you, and then I will destroy those two giant ballistae!"


The red-bearded giant saw that he was unharmed and his expression relaxed.


"Out of respect for you, once you are dead, I will remember your name, King of the Gangke!"


"Hmph, is that so?"


The Gangke King looked at the red-bearded giant and sneered, his eyes peering down at the giant's legs.


"What do you mean?"


The red-bearded giant stared at the Gangke King in surprise. But before he could finish speaking, he heard a metallic crack. Looking down, he saw that one of his sturdy green boots was covered in countless cracks. In a flash, it exploded into thousands of pieces, littering the ground.


Even more shocking to the red-bearded giant was that he could sense a destructive stream of energy erupting out from under his feet. This stream of energy traveled up his right foot and exploded throughout his body. Plush! Blood gushed out from his right foot as a searing pain assailed his mind, causing him to yowl in pain.


"You!"


The red-bearded giant began to rapidly back up, staring at the Gangke King in shock. With just one finger, this human had managed to destroy one of his Giant God war boots, indicating that he clearly possessed extraordinary strength.


"Don't get happy just yet!"


The Gangke King finally took a step forward. In the Western Regions, the Gangke were known as filthy pigs. As their leader, the Gangke King had always restrained himself. Only now did he have a chance to display his true strength.


"Bright Fist of Massacre!"


The callous Gangke King suddenly lunged forward like a large bird toward the nearly twenty-meter giant. Buzz! As his right fist punched forward, the air in a radius of several dozen zhang began to twist. A large illusion of a fist appeared behind him, then a second, a third, a fourth, and then hundreds upon hundreds of them. These countless fists fused into a mountainous fist that smashed into the red-bearded giant's body.


The Bright Fist of Massacre was a fist style the Gangke King had learned from a mysterious expert during his early years, when he had studied in the Central Plains. This fist style grew stronger when facing a stronger opponent. At its strongest, it could exhibit four times one's strength, though it would place a correspondingly large burden on one's body. Upon receiving it, the Gangke King began to research the technique, even combining it with the martial learnings of the Western Regions. In the end, he had succeeded in increasing the limit to five times his strength while also reducing the burden on his body, creating the current form of the Bright Fist of Massacre.


"I don't believe that I can lose to a puny human! Die for me!"


The red-bearded giant seemed to be deeply humiliated by the fact that the Gangke King was coming at him. Infuriated, he gathered up all his strength and threw himself at the Gangke King.


Boom! The giant's steely fist flew through the air like a meteor, tearing open black fissures in space. The abnormal strength of the red-bearded giant meant that this punch of his could shatter even mountains. Any normal human struck by this would almost certainly be killed.


Bang!


Two fists, one large and one small, collided in the air. The gusts created by the impact were so fierce that the sky itself seemed on the verge of tearing apart.


"Aaah!" The giants and Tang soldiers looked on as the red-bearded giant, the seemingly stronger party in this clash, suddenly screamed. His right fist burst apart in a bloody fountain as it broke at a strange angle. Moreover, the rest of this enormous power caused the red-bearded giant's body to fold, kneeling to the ground and sending up a cloud of dust.



"This is all there is to these so-called giants!"


The Gangke King coldly chortled, and then he lunged forward.


The Gangke King's appearance caused the tide of battle to slowly begin to turn, rallying the surrounding soldiers.


Even though the Gangke King and the Wushang Cavalry had somewhat ameliorated the attacks of the Skyquaking Giants, the Great Tang was still in an extremely vile situation.


Roooar! The four Behemoths roared, their eyes red as they charged toward the first defense line in churning clouds of dust. Seven hundred zhang, six hundred zhang, five hundred zhang… at this distance, everyone could smell the pungent odor coming off the Behemoths' bodies.


And behind the Behemoths, an Arab cavalry force twice the size of the Great Tang army was rushing forth in a howling wave. If the Behemoths were the vanguard, the Arab cavalry brought up the rear. At a distance of six hundred zhang, the Tang soldiers at the first defense line could clearly see the bulging muscles, savage expressions, and bloodthirsty eyes of the Arab soldiers.


Rumble! In a place the Tang couldn't see, the ground suddenly split open, allowing a yellow-brown monster akin to a large centipede to rush out of the ground. The monster had many joints, a hide as hard as stone, and a horn as sharp as a sword.


Sitting on the head of this monster was an ugly and hunchbacked man dressed in a dark red robe: the commander of the Behemoth Army, Masil.


Buzz!


Masil sat on the centipede monster and chanted a spell. Faint ripples of light began to shoot toward the four mountainous Behemoths.


"Kill, kill! Exterminate all these infidels! Leave not one alive!"


Masil stared at the long line of steel walls with an intimidating light in his eyes.


The Behemoths were very hard to control. Once they began to attack, they would lose their ability to differentiate friend from foe. Thus, Masil rarely used more than two Behemoths at the same time, and when he did use two, he would keep them very far from each other, making them attack two separate targets. For example, he had made the Terrorizer attack the defense line while the Destroyer attacked the city walls.


But the entire army had been watching as three formidable Behemoths in a row were killed by the Tang army, causing Masil to lose any semblance of pride. In order to salvage the reputation of the Behemoth Army, Masil was compelled to personally enter the battlefield.


In all of the Abbasid Caliphate, only he was capable of controlling four Behemoths at the same time while preventing them from harming the soldiers on their own side.


Rumble! After adjusting the movements of the Behemoths, fine-tuning the distance between them, Masil had his centipede monster burrow back into the earth, the hard rock appearing to be as soft as mud before it. In a flash, Masil and his centipede had vanished into the earth, and with their departure, the cracks in the earth closed, making it appear as if no one had ever been there.


Farther back in the army, two impressive figures sat upon mighty steeds, their sharp eyes coldly observing the battlefield.


"The Skyquaking Army has achieved its objective. The Great Tang can't even fend for itself, and its soldiers are in complete disarray. Gao Xianzhi and the other Tang commanders have also had their strength drained and are no longer at peak condition," Deputy Governor of the East Ziyad said from behind Abu Muslim. The blustery winds were causing the armor of the surrounding Arab cavalry to clatter, but Ziyad was an immovable mountain, his body exuding an invisible energy that repelled the turbulence. His expression was steely.


He had been constantly observing the battle, and he could see that at this stage, the Tang army was now held hostage by the tempo of the Arabs. If this situation continued, only a few hours would be needed to completely wipe out the Tang soldiers.


Once these Tang were killed, the last blockade to the Arabs' eastern conquests would be swept away.


"Don't get careless! Until the Tang are actually defeated, we cannot show the slightest contempt, not even if we hold the absolute advantage! Were not the deaths of the Terrorizer and Destroyer enough?" Abu Muslim's expression was abnormally calm, his face devoid of any sort of pride or conceit. As his eyes flitted past the corpses of two Behemoths, a hint of emotion flickered through his eyes. Both the Terrorizer and the Destroyer were extremely formidable existences within Arabia, having destroyed innumerable enemies and cities.


No one could have expected these mighty beings to be defeated at Talas, to die at the hands of these infidels. There were too many inconceivable things about the Great Tang, particularly their young commander. Thus, until victory was absolutely certain, Abu Muslim would not permit himself to get careless.


Moreover, the two giant ballistae had still not been destroyed. It was also important that they had succeeded in sowing discord within the Tang army, but it was far more important to Abu Muslim that the two giant ballistae be destroyed.


"What is Ghareeb Hassam doing? As the leader of the Skyquaking Army, he should begin moving soon," Abu Muslim said.


“The order has already been sent. Ghareeb Hassam should have already received it and will probably move out soon," Deputy Governor Ziyad replied.


The Skyquaking Giants were extremely powerful, but the upper ranks of the Arab army had always treated them with disrespect. The reason was that these giants were not terribly intelligent. However, Ziyad clearly had a different attitude toward the commander of the Skyquaking Army, this Ghareeb Hassam.


"Pass on my order. Have him hurry up!" Abu Muslim said.


"Yes!"


Ziyad waved a hand behind him, and a messenger departed soon after.
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While the war drums were thundering and the Arab army marched forward, in a place away from the battlefield, people were busy at work.


The massive bodies of the Skyquaking Giants were gathered here, working on what appeared to be eight bronze catapults of enormous size. Each one of them was fifty to sixty meters tall, heavy and sturdy, each one weighing around sixty thousand jin.


"Release!"


"Release!"


"Release!"


An officer of the Skyquaking Army was standing in front of these eight bronze catapults, furiously bellowing orders. The air boomed as one mighty Skyquaking Giant after another was launched from the catapults.


"Damn it! You useless things, can you not even do something as simple as this?"


With a heaven-shaking roar, an enormous palm, so covered in muscle that it appeared like the gnarled roots of an ancient tree, shot in from the side, pushing aside the Skyquaking Giant officer. In front of this gigantic palm, the formidable officer appeared as light as a feather. The working Skyquaking Giants suddenly fell silent, lowering their heads and standing to the side like children who had made a mistake.


Boom! A similarly gigantic foot stomped down, sending rocks flying and causing the ground to tremble and crack.


"Leader!"


The surrounding giants lowered their heads all the way down to their waists, appearing both respectful and fearful.


Bang!


There was yet another earthshaking stomp as the owner of that huge palm finally appeared before everyone. This was a giant twenty-seven to twenty-eight meters tall, so bulky and muscular that his arms were as thick as the legs of the other giants. The strength surging through his body surpassed that of all other giants, making the rest of them seem like children.


Ghareeb Hassam!


The leader of the Skyquaking Army!


In Arabic, this name meant 'victory' and 'invincible'. He was the invincible giant, the one the Caliph of Arabia declared as the 'Wrath of God'.


Ghareeb Hassam was different from the other giants. Despite his enormous girth, he was extremely intelligent. More importantly, before taking part in the Giant Army experiment, Ghareeb Hassam had already been an outstanding Arab general. He was devoted to the Caliph and a formidable warrior, factors which caused him to be deeply respected in the Arabian Empire. The Caliph had even cast a golden belt for him to serve as a symbol of his status as commander of the Skyquaking Army.


But at this moment, Ghareeb Hassam was enraged.


"Useless things! Trash! Trash! Trash!!"


Ghareeb Hassam's mouth was spewing rage. He and the Arab soldiers at the front had agreed that if the giants of the Skyquaking Army succeeded in their objective of disturbing the Tang defense line and destroying the two giant ballistae, the Arab soldiers would send a signal. But even though two hundred Skyquaking Giants had been sent over by the bronze catapults, there had still been no signal. It was clear that the two giant ballistae had still not been destroyed.


To the proud Ghareeb Hassam, this was an enormous disgrace!


"Hussein, Tarik, just what are you two bastards doing! So many men have been launched, so why haven't those two giant ballistae been smashed yet? Can you not even do something as simple as this?"


Ghareeb Hassam was extremely large, his height of twenty-seven meters enabling him to see very far, even the area the giant ballistae were located. He found it simply unacceptable that the two giant ballistae had still not been destroyed.


"Leader! The bronze catapults are very inaccurate. That we can launch the giants between the two defense lines is already the best we can do. Accurately striking the two giant ballistae is basically impossible," argued the twenty-two-meter giant captain that Ghareeb Hassam had called 'Hussein'.


Bang! The giant had barely spoken when a weighty fist sent him flying backward.


"Useless thing, get out of my way! I'll tell all of you right here, there is nothing in this world that can't be done! Pile of trash!"


Ghareeb Hassam pushed aside his two officers and seated himself on one of the bronze catapults. His eyes looked forward as he began to adjust the trajectory and angle.


"Load another two giants and increase the strength. I want the catapult at maximum tension!


"This time, none of you are permitted to do anything! I'll do the adjustments myself!"


Ghareeb Hassam bellowed as he personally took command. Three zhang, five zhang… Ghareeb Hassam commanded the Skyquaking Giants to pull the catapult ropes farther and farther back. The two tough and flexible ropes creaked as they began to tighten.


After some time, the ropes of the bronze catapult were finally pulled to their maximum extent by the ten-some giants, and Ghareeb Hassam immediately gave the order to launch.


"Release!"


Boom! Ghareeb Hassam shot into the air like a cannonball, the winds howling around him as he soared into the sky. In the blink of an eye, he was gone, and it was only now that a deafening sonic boom resounded through the air.


……


As the Skyquaking Army was slowly being pushed into a stalemate, another 'meteor' came plummeting down from the sky. This meteor was far louder than any of the others, the shrieking from the friction in the air so sharp that almost everyone on the battlefield felt deafened.


Wang Chong's heart thumped as he suddenly felt an extreme danger. He could tell that a meteor was currently descending onto the battlefield with an unprecedented speed. The impact speed of the other Skyquaking Giants was tiny in comparison, like comparing a turtle to a hare.


Buzz! Wang Chong's eyes began to scan the skies, and immediately locked onto the source of that sharp whistle. This was a golden-red meteor, almost three times larger than the other meteors and falling at a much faster speed. Only a few seconds had elapsed from the time Wang Chong had heard the sound to the moment he had raised his head, but in this period, the meteor was now not even one hundred zhang from landing.


At this distance, everyone felt an intense pressure, and more importantly, they could sense a vast destructive energy raging within the meteor.


"Not good!"


When he saw where the golden-red meteor was going to land, Wang Chong trembled in shock, his face paling.


"Lord Protector-General, I leave this place to you!" Wang Chong roared, and immediately began to rush toward the two giant ballistae.


"Milord!"


Just after Wang Chong turned around, an extremely worried voice came from behind him. Xue Qianjun was looking at Wang Chong in absolute panic, and at this same moment, Cheng Qianli's call of warning exploded in his ears.


"Everyone, get ready!"


Wang Chong was still frozen in surprise when he began to hear the thumping of heavy footsteps suddenly increasing in tempo. Fiercely turning his head, he saw that the mountainous Behemoths had suddenly picked up the pace.


They were now less than two hundred zhang from the defense line!


Wang Chong grimaced, finally understanding why Xue Qianjun had called out to him and why Cheng Qianli's voice had seemed so frantic. The Arabs had chosen this moment to launch their all-out assault. At this moment, the Tang were beset by the dreadful Behemoths and Arab soldiers from the front while the King of Giants and the Skyquaking Army attacked them from the rear. This was a crisis of most dire proportions!


Wang Chong suddenly stopped as he was forced into a dilemma.


"Banahan!"


Wang Chong only had time to shout a single name. But this tiny delay was enough for that golden-red meteor to accomplish its mission.


Boooom! With an earth-shaking explosion, the meteor smashed into one of the giant ballistae, the force of the impact blowing the giant ballista into innumerable pieces of shrapnel and sending the ballista soldiers flying through the air like they were made of paper.


"Hahaha, burn for me!"


The air howled as a crazed laugh that hungered for destruction came from the center of the explosion. Boom! Yet another explosion of Stellar Energy blasted ballista parts, rocks, dirt, and the surrounding ballista soldiers even farther back.


Amidst the thick smoke and the shockwave from the explosion, everyone could clearly see an enormous Skyquaking Giant rising up from the location of the giant ballista like a demonic god who had come to bring down the apocalypse. Its height of twenty-seven meters left everyone deeply astonished.


"All of you burn to ash!"


Ghareeb Hassam did not pause while everyone stared at him in shock. With a wave of his palm, a group of Tang cavalry charging at him was struck by red Stellar Energy. It seemed to have a life of its own, working into the bodies of the cavalry through the chinks in their armor. They burst into intense flames, the fire emerging from even their ears, eyes, and noses.


"Aaaah!" With a terrible scream, the cavalry were burned to ash, leaving behind only their armor, twisted and contorted from the heat of the flames.
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"Waaaah!"


The surrounding soldiers reeled back in shock, the mercenaries from the Western Regions paling as they retreated in panic. Even the other Tang cavalry couldn't help but show a tinge of fear on their faces.


Each battle was an enormous meat grinder, and once this meat grinder began to operate, it would cause countless deaths, both on the enemy side and on one's own side. Every person was ready to die on the battlefield, but none of them had ever expected to die like this. And no one had ever imagined that there could be a giant like this, capable of using Stellar Energy to burn his enemies to ash. So fierce and horrifying was this method of death that it made everyone quiver in fear.


Boom! With a heavy stomp, Ghareeb Hassam finished the destruction of the giant ballista, cruelly laughing as he stepped over its remains and headed for the second, and last, giant ballista. If he could destroy that one, the mission of the Skyquaking Army would be complete.


"Stop him!"


The soldiers all knew the danger this posed and began to heedlessly charge to the side of the final giant ballista to protect it. At the same time, the ballista soldiers manning the giant ballista began to adjust it, hoping to fire the giant ballista bolts on this King of Giants.


But while the giant ballista was powerful, it was a clumsy and slow contraption. The two giant ballistae had been very close to each other, and they had originally been aimed out of the defense line. With Ghareeb Hassam having descended right onto the first giant ballista, it was nearly impossible for the second giant ballista to turn in time.


"A pile of ignorant ants! Before me, all of you are not even worth mentioning!" Ghareeb Hassam thunderously roared.


Rumble! Ghareeb Hassam punched, sending out waves of energy, and before they even had time to scream, several dozen Tang cavalry were engulfed in flames and burned to ash. Boom!Ghareeb Hassam kicked out, and yet another batch of Tang cavalry was burned to ashes. With a punch and a kick, Ghareeb Hassam suddenly found his path clear, no more soldiers standing in his way.


Buzz! The ballista soldiers turned ashen. If this last giant ballista were destroyed, the Great Tang's defeat was almost certain.


As Ghareeb Hassam elatedly charged forward to destroy the final giant ballista and complete his mission, a figure suddenly shot in front of the giant ballista to stand against him.


"All of you, get out of the way! Leave this giant to me!"


The Gangke King gave Ghareeb Hassam a cold glare, his body surging with a thick killing intent. The fallen and blood-drenched body of the red-bearded giant nearby made the Gangke King appear even stronger and mightier.


This contest between human and giant had finally concluded with the Gangke King emerging victorious over the red-bearded giant through overwhelming strength, even managing to kill him. But the Gangke King had never imagined that in these few short moments where his attention had been diverted, one of the giant ballistae would be destroyed. This left his heart fuming with rage.


"Let me entertain you!"


The Gangke King was on the offensive from the moment he appeared, striking before Ghareeb Hassam could respond.


The Bright Fist of Massacre!


A powerful energy burst out of the Gangke King's body, the countless images of fists layering over each other into an enormous mountain that hurtled toward the twenty-seven-meter figure of Ghareeb Hassam.


The stronger the opponent, the stronger the Bright Fist of Massacre was. The red-bearded giant had already fallen to his iron fists, and now, the Gangke King was using this same technique against the commander of the giants.


"Hmph, a good move!"


Noticing the corpse of the red-bearded giant, Ghareeb Hassam also fumed. A majestic sea of Stellar Energy surged out from his body, transforming into a fist that punched at the Gangke King.


Rumble!


No one could tell just how many blows the Gangke King exchanged with the commander of the Skyquaking Army. They could only see that the moment they clashed, an endless sea of fire began to batter and collide against the fist images created by the Gangke King's Bright Fist of Massacre!


Bang! The flames dispersed, but while Ghareeb Hassam remained unmoved, the Gangke King was thrown back, falling to the ground in a cloud of dust. His face was slightly pale, but he had not been burned to ash by those flames.


"Human, you truly are somewhat formidable, but you are still no match for me!"


Ghareeb Hassam stared at the Gangke King with a murderous glare. Thump! His foot stomped down, opening the curtain to a most shocking event…


A metallic clattering arose from Ghareeb Hassam's body, and a halo bearing the three colors of black, red, and gold exploded from his body, rapidly spreading to five meters, ten meters, twenty meters…


In this world, it was already unprecedented for a warrior to have a war halo with a radius of five meters. But Ghareeb Hassam's halo had a radius of thirty meters, representing a terrifying range that any human martial artist would find unthinkable. Yet this was not the most shocking thing of all.


"A war halo! This giant can actually use a war halo!" the surrounding soldiers hollered out in panic. To them, it was already amazing that a twenty-seven-meter giant could use martial arts and Stellar Energy, but this giant could use a war halo as well. And one of the unique traits of war halos was their ability to buff all the soldiers in an army.


When this thought occurred to him, even the Gangke King paled.


Buzz!


In a flash, this war halo of black, red, and gold had spread from Ghareeb Hassam's feet to cover the entire battlefield, bolstering every Skyquaking Giant present. This three-colored halo seemed to bestow a divine strength upon the giants, and all of them howled as their already terrifying strength soared.


"Hahaha! It's Milord's halo!"


The galvanized giants roared and redoubled their attacks against the surrounding Tang soldiers.


The Skyquaking Halo!


This was the only war halo to be found in the entire Skyquaking Army, a power the Arabian Empire had inherited from that fargone civilization. It was the only halo that worked on all the giants, bolstering both their offense and defense.


Boom! A distant Skyquaking Giant swept its arm, immediately putting pressure on the Death's Scythe team that had just moments ago been able to hold it down. The seven men had been able to use the formation's power to firmly suppress the giant, but they now found themselves somewhat unable to hold on.


"Careful!"


The seven quickly focused their minds into dealing with the giant's newfound power.


But the one who received the strongest boost from this halo was still the commander of the Skyquaking Army, Ghareeb Hassam. The moment the Skyquaking Halo had been unleashed, his strength had soared and soared and soared, climbing with astonishing speed to an astonishing level. As he saw his opponent's strength drastically increase, the Gangke King felt his heart sink.


"Take another one of my punches!"


Ghareeb Hassam's eyes flashed with cold light as he sent a gigantic fist wrapped in red flames toward the Gangke King.


Boom! This time, the Gangke King was not able to stop his blow. Even when using the Bright Fist of Massacre which could multiply his strength, he could not stop the thunderous punch of the giant commander. With a groan, the Gangke King was knocked aside. But just when Ghareeb Hassam was preparing to kill the Gangke King and destroy the last giant ballista, he glanced to the rear and suddenly grimaced.


"Bastard! You dare!"


Ghareeb Hassam's eyes widened, his body exploding with furious flames of anger. As the Gangke King had been knocked away, he had actually managed to use his Stellar Energy to wrap up the giant ballista and the surrounding ballista soldiers, and push them to a much farther area.


And in the direction the giant ballista had been pushed, a stalwart figure burning with flames as dazzling as the sun was flying toward him.


"Gangke King, I've come to help you!"


His voice resounding in the air, the Ferghanan commander Banahan used the Great Fire Crow Art to crash like a shooting star into the lofty mountain of Ghareeb Hassam. Rumble! Boom! The impact created numerous explosions and shockwaves, fierce gales scouring the surrounding area.


This terrifying momentum made even the Gangke King widen his eyes in shock. Banahan was the Ferghanan commander, a Brigadier General who was only a step away from the Imperial Great General level. While Ghareeb Hassam was the commander of the Skyquaking Army, his formidable power something that not even the Gangke King could contend against, he could find little advantage in front of a Brigadier General like Banahan.
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"Gangke King, you protect the giant ballista. I'll deal with this giant!"


Flames seethed across the battlefield, Banahan's loud voice emerging from within the sea of fire. Ghareeb Hassam's Stellar Energy was imbued with the energy of fire and was extremely tyrannical. On the other end, Banahan's Great Fire Crow Art was a renowned fire technique of the Western Regions, and after receiving Wang Chong's pointers, Banahan had gotten even stronger. He was probably the only one who could fight blow-for-blow in fire arts against the King of Giants.


"Okay!"


The Gangke King's eyes flashed as he immediately charged to the second giant ballista. The conflict between these two was too fierce, and there was a chance that a stray shot could hit the giant ballista. He had to move it away from this area as soon as possible. And if it was possible, he would also use the giant ballista to help Banahan against the King of Giants.


But the crisis was far from over. The giants in the surroundings all roared as they began to charge toward the giant ballista. Even Ghareeb Hassam, embroiled in his battle with Banahan, was still trying to make his way around and destroy the giant ballista. The Gangke King needed to place his full attention on protecting the Great Tang's last hope.


Meanwhile, at the first defense line, the situation Wang Chong was facing was even more perilous than the one the Gangke King and Banahan were dealing with.


Rumble! The quaking of the earth was getting worse and worse, the armor worn by the Great Tang cavalry and infantry clattering with it. As the tension intensified, the four Behemoths were building up speed, the two hundred thousand Arab soldiers getting closer and closer.


The battle was on the verge of beginning!


Facing down the approaching enemy army, Gao Xianzhi finally spoke. "Wang Chong, Wang Yan! Get ready!"


The Behemoths were all incredibly strong. If they were to get past the defense line, the army would immediately suffer terrible casualties. The four had to act before this happened and keep the Behemoths out.


Clang!


Gao Xianzhi unsheathed his sword and began to exude a sharp energy aimed at one of the huge Behemoths.


Next to Gao Xianzhi, the earth quaked as energy gathered from all around, and in a bright flash, an enormous god rose from the earth. Cheng Qianli had manifested the Supreme Desolation God, standing before the defense line with countless chains rattling and coiling around his body. Cheng Qianli took one of the chains in his hand as he gravely looked forward.


"Mighty Miracle God Formation!"


At almost the same time, Wang Yan also roared, his body rapidly swelling into yet another majestic and weighty god.


The three had stern and vigilant expressions. After two battles with these Behemoths, they all had tired expressions and had still not returned to their peak prowess. Yet none of them, not Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, or Wang Yan, showed any sign of backing down. They stood like hardy pillars standing firm against a flood, the backbone upon which the confidence of the army resided.


This still isn't enough!


The air was saturated with tension, and as Wang Chong stood to the right of Gao Xianzhi and looked at the three mighty figures, he still felt an unprecedented danger. These three were simply in no shape to oppose the Behemoth Army, Abu Muslim, and the two hundred thousand Arab soldiers.


I have to think of a way to deal with the Behemoth Army!


Wang Chong's mind was in turmoil, countless thoughts flitting through his mind every second. The Behemoth Army was not an invincible existence. Wang Chong was clear on this point, as otherwise, the Arabian Empire would have used the Behemoth Army to conquer the entire world already. However, such a thing had never happened in his last life.


Moreover, from the information Wang Chong had gathered, he could tell that the Caliph of Arabia was extremely cautious when using the Behemoth Army, never mobilizing them unless absolutely necessary. On the surface, one could believe that the Caliph regarded this force as very precious or his opponents as not worth the trouble. But as the illustrious War Saint of his previous life, Wang Chong knew that the reality was completely different.


…Just what is it? What is the flaw of the Behemoth Army?


Wang Chong continued to ponder to himself. The earth shook with the stomps of the Behemoths, each stomp placing an incredible pressure on Wang Chong.


There was not much time left. Wang Chong knew that the strength of Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli was far from sufficient. Only a way to deal with the four Behemoths could truly resolve this crisis.


"Wang Chong! Hurry and call back the Wushang Cavalry!" Gao Xianzhi worriedly called out.


The Godking Yama Formation required borrowing the power of the five thousand Wushang Cavalry. With the battle imminent, Wang Chong needed to call back the Wushang Cavalry, but once he did, the Skyquaking Army would be unimpeded. Wang Chong found himself in a very challenging dilemma.


One hundred and eighty zhang, one hundred and sixty zhang, one hundred and forty zhang…


As the distance closed, a howling wind battered dust and gravel against the walls of the first defense line.


Wang Chong's heart was thumping, the odor of death beginning to pour in around him. The lives of one hundred thousand soldiers, the several thousand li of the Western Regions, and the lives of the hundreds of thousands of people several thousand li from Talas were all weighing on him. Wang Chong felt almost suffocated by the pressure.


Time slowed to a crawl. Wang Chong could see the nearby Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli opening and closing their mouths, calling out his name.


In the distance, in the middle of a churning cloud of dust, the Behemoths were madly roaring. Wang Chong could even see the fangs in their mouths, glimmering with cold light. Their exhaled breaths seemed to be carried along by the wind to assail his body, allowing Wang Chong to take in their pungent stench.


What is the weakness? What is it?


Wang Chong's mind madly spun, but then, boom! An enormous foot slammed down onto the earth, throwing up an explosion of gravel that brought Wang Chong's mind back down to earth.


"Milord!"


"Careful!"


"Prepare for the attack!"


An air of panic ran through the first defense line as panicked shouts resounded to the horizon.


Clangclangclang! Countless spears and arrow tips were pointed to the surging tide of Behemoths and the Arab army. In these few short moments, the distance had been shortened to eighty zhang.


"Release!"


A rumbling came from behind the first defense line as a thousand Tang ballistae fired as one. A thousand black ballista bolts flew through the air, descending like locusts upon the heads of the four Behemoths.


More than half of the Tang ballistae had been turned around to deal with the Skyquaking Giants. These thousand ballistae were the only ones available to deal with the Behemoths.


Clangclangclang!


There was a metal clattering as the one thousand ballista bolts bounced off the sturdy armor covering the heads of the Behemoths.


"Hmph, it's useless. The Reaper, the Devotee, the Burning One, and the Consecrated have all been equipped with armor forged from the best steel essence. A thousand tons of the best steel can only be refined into half a kilogram of steel essence. The armor for these four Behemoths required tens of thousands of tons of the finest steel. No weapon can pierce this steel essence armor!"


Masil was stationed in the rear of the army, seated upon his centipede monster. He inwardly sneered as he watched the ballista bolts bounce off the armor of his Behemoths.


Whether man or beast, damaging the heads of almost every living creature was lethal. This applied to the Behemoths as well. Even a normal person could reach this judgment. In the past, many enemy marshals and war gods, or some legendary heroes, had attempted to attack the heads of the Behemoths, but the majority of them had failed. Only a small number had succeeded in actually injuring the Behemoths at their heads. But these past experiences had made the Behemoth Army consider forging helmets for the Behemoths. This idea that Masil had thought up many years ago had led to the creation of these steel essence helmets.


These helmets were sturdy and dense, impossible to scratch with even the finest swords, making them the ideal armor for the Behemoths. But steel essence was too precious, and even the Arabian Empire, with all its resources, had only been able to forge four helmets. And though they had faced many formidable opponents, the Behemoths had never been truly threatened by death, so the plan came to an end with these four helmets.


Masil had never imagined that he would encounter such a powerful opponent in distant Talas, one capable of killing three of his Behemoths. However, the plan had clearly proved effective. With these four steel essence helmets, the four Behemoths were almost invincible on the battlefield. Even the giant ballistae would not be able to threaten them.


Buzz!


Masil began to chant various spells, once more adjusting the angles of attack for the four Behemoths as well as their distance. Then, he ordered his centipede monster to burrow back into the ground.


"Release!"


The one thousand ballistae fired their second volley. This time, while the heads were still the primary target, a significant portion of the bolts was aimed at the bodies of the Behemoths as well.


Clangclangclang! Just as expected, the ballista bolts aimed at the head were once more repelled by the steel essence helmets. The bolts aimed at the bodies, however, all struck true. Several hundred black bolts covered the four Behemoths in bloody holes as they pierced through their hides.


But other than a slight weakening of vitality, the Behemoths were unaffected. They continued to charge at the first defense line like nothing had happened, their speed unchanged.
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Seventy zhang!


Sixty zhang!


The distance between the two sides was shrinking. After enduring wave after wave of attacks, the Behemoths finally began their counterattack.


Bang!


With a roar, a fiery-red lizard-shaped Behemoth opened its mouth, unleashing a thick gout of flames like searing lava, covering the distance of several dozen zhang to strike the Tang defense line.


The Burning One!


This was the first Behemoth the Arabian Empire had created that possessed a special ability. The plan to create it had been extremely time-consuming. The Arabian Empire had expended countless resources to feed the Behemoth special herbs, and then gathered more than ten thousand Fire element experts of varying levels of strength to pour Fire element energy into the lizard Behemoth as it grew. After six years of endless nurturing, they had finally succeeded in producing the dauntless Burning One.


Whoosh!


The arrival of this flame was so surprising that the Tang had made no preparations whatsoever. In their minds, the Behemoths relied on their huge bodies and terrifying strength to battle. Thus, the Burning One's fire breath caught them completely off guard. "Aaaaah!" The shieldmen and infantry screamed as they were set aflame, transformed into large fireballs.


This flame was so scorching that even the steel walls and the shields in the hands of the soldiers turned bright red and began to smoke.


"Careful!"


Panicked voices could be heard all across the defense line, only to be interrupted by another stentorian roar. Another of the four Behemoths, this one in the shape of a white bear, revealed its mouthful of shining white fangs, and suddenly began to charge. In a flash, it had broken away from the rest of the pack.


Forty zhang!


Twenty zhang!


The white bear Behemoth was so fast that even Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli appeared surprised.


"Stop them!" Gao Xianzhi hurriedly called out before rushing out of the defense line. Boom! As he shot forward, he slashed out a dazzling arc of Sword Qi thirty zhang long, aimed at the fiery-red lizard Behemoth.


Whoosh! The Burning One's long gout of fame was immediately cut in two by Gao Xianzhi, the magnificent Sword Qi swiftly extinguishing the flame.


As Protector-General of the Anxi Protectorate army, Gao Xianzhi had reached an extremely high level of skill. The moment he had chosen to strike and the angle were both perfect, and he had used the minimum amount of strength to extinguish the Burning One's flame.


Bang!


At the same time, his deputy Cheng Qianli roared as well, and the Supreme Desolation God stepped over the first defense line, stirring up a storm of dust and sand as it began to charge at the white bear Behemoth.


Whoosh! Before they had even clashed, Cheng Qianli flipped his wrist, sending ten-some chains of Stellar Energy shooting toward the white bear Behemoth, wrapping them around the Behemoth's mouth, limbs, and body.


"Come!" Cheng Qianli bellowed as he collided with the white bear Behemoth. Stellar Energy and dust exploded, the tiny grains of sand transformed into metal pellets by the Stellar Energy.


As Cheng Qianli stepped forward, another enormous figure brushed past him. Wang Chong's father Wang Yan had also entered the fray.


Rumble! At a place thirty-some zhang from the first defense line, the Mighty Miracle God crashed into another Behemoth. The ground between them cracked and groaned, the fissures extending all the way to the first defense line. Eight of the enormous steel walls were immediately jolted out of the ground by the force.


Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, and Wang Yan had all entered the battle.


Roooar! The final Behemoth, a gigantic ape, began to charge at the steel defense line in a cloud of seething dust.


"Careful!"


The area behind the defense line was a scene of panic. In a series of booms, the one thousand ballistae fired at the devilish figure of the Behemoth. But the black ape swept one of its thick and hairy arms through the air, slapping aside at least half of the ballista bolts. As its arm collided with the ballista bolts, it made a metallic clattering.


As for the remaining several hundred ballista bolts, only ten to twenty managed to pierce into the giant ape's body. The rest were all repelled by a hardy layer of skin.


The Consecrated!


This was one of the strongest Behemoths in the Behemoth Army. It not only possessed boundless strength, but also a body that seemed to be made from metal, granting it far more impressive defensive capabilities than the other Behemoths. This Behemoth had developed this trait all on its own as it grew up, as if it had been blessed by God. As a result, it was called the Consecrated.


The Consecrated rarely took part in battles, but once it did, very little could stop it. Although it could not spit flames like the Burning One, no Behemoth in the Behemoth Army could compare to it in terms of pure strength.


"Release! Release! Release!"


Behind the first defense line, Chen Bin stared grimly at the enormous ape, his Wootz Steel sword constantly swinging down as he yelled with all his might.


This Behemoth's defensive capabilities were far too incredible, on a completely different level from the previous Behemoths. While the ballista bolts had not been able to inflict much damage on those Behemoths, they had at least been able to pierce their hides. But the ballista bolts were of no effect at all against this giant ape.


The piercing strength of the Great Tang ballistae was such that they could shoot through plate armor several feet thick, but such capabilities were still lacking against this giant ape.


Roooar!


The giant ape bellowed as it moved closer and closer. Twenty zhang, ten zhang… boom! A black and hairy foot stomped onto one of the high steel walls. Beneath the ape's foot, the tough and sturdy wall appeared to be made of paper, immediately deforming as it was pushed into the earth.


As the foot stomped down, the shockwave knocked the soldiers in a radius of several dozen zhang away like they were leaves on the wind. And then, the sky dimmed as a hairy hand spread apart its fingers and smashed at the ground.


"Not good! Run!"


The Tang soldiers looked up at that descending ape palm, each of them feeling insignificantly tiny, each of them smelling the thick odor of death.


Gallop! The Tang cavalry began to ride away, but given the speed and power of the ape, they were still too slow.


"Out of the way!"


Just when they were about to be crushed into pancakes by the ape's palm, a roar cut through the sky. A furious wave of Stellar Energy swept forward, snatched up the cavalry under the ape's palm, and tossed them out of range.


At the crucial moment, Wang Chong had finally returned to his senses and intervened!


Whoosh! In the chaos, few people noticed that Wang Chong had also thrown out a pitch-black item.


Boom!


As the palm slammed down onto the ground, it unleashed a storm of sand and stone. But almost the moment after it landed, the enormous ape let out a howl of pain.


At that moment, everyone could clearly see that the tip of a long cudgel had penetrated the ape's palm.


In that brief second, Wang Chong had thrown out that ten-some-meter iron cudgel, its sharp point aimed up at the ape's palm. In normal circumstances, the tip would have never been able to pierce the giant ape's skin, but the enormous power of the ape's descending palm had made it happen. It was so painful that the Consecrated couldn't help but yowl.


"Everyone, hurry and retreat!"


Wang Chong shouted his orders as he charged forward. The Wushang Cavalry could not be called back, and the last Arabian Behemoth could not be left unattended, so Wang Chong could only rely on himself.


Clang! Wang Chong unsheathed his sword as his body transformed into a bolt of lightning that shot straight toward the dreadful and savage ape.


Thump! Jumping off the giant ape's pierced palm, he swiftly made his way up to its shoulder. A few seconds later, his left foot pushed off the ape's arm as he leaped upward.


Art of God and Demon Obliteration!


As he scaled his way up the ape, Wang Chong used the supreme sword art taught to him by Great Tang War God Su Zhengchen.


This supreme sword art's offensive strength was unparalleled in the world, allowing it to be ranked as first of the Ten Supreme Arts, even above the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art. However, because Wang Chong's cultivation in it had been lacking, he had never been able to display the same terrifying level of power as Su Zhengchen. Thus, even though he did know the technique, he rarely used it. However, against this giant ape with such formidable defensive capabilities, the Art of God and Demon Obliteration was much more useful than the Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art.
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Whoosh! The sky was suddenly filled with milky-white Sword Qis, each one ten-some zhang long and as dazzling as the sun, flitting to and fro across the giant ape's body. In the space of a few seconds, fur was flying through the air as thin trails of blood began to appear on the ape's thick arms, pungent blood bursting out from them.


Wang Chong did not pause, leaving behind afterimages on the ape's arm as he continued to rush toward the ape's head.


The eyes! The eyes must be their weakness!


As the winds roared around him, Wang Chong shot a glance upward. There, he could see two scarlet eyes glowing like enormous lanterns in the sky: the giant ape's eyes. Although the Arabs had used the helmet made of some unknown metal to cover the head of the giant ape, the eyes were unprotected. They were the only place available to Wang Chong for attack.


Roooar!


The giant ape roared as its scarlet eyes swiftly locked onto Wang Chong. Although everyone appeared like fleas to the giant ape, it could remember fleas that had hurt it. Whoosh! The giant ape raised its other arm, its five fingers spreading apart as it swatted its hand at Wang Chong.


Wang Chong immediately jumped away, barely escaping the fingers of the ape by a hair as he moved from the ape's right arm to its left. Thud! He jumped forward, continuing his smooth ascent toward the ape's head.


As he charged, he continued to use the Wootz Steel sword in his hand to unleash thousands of streams of Sword Qi that cut and hacked at the ape's body.


Though the Tang ballistae could not pierce the giant ape's hide, the Art of God and Demon Obliteration could. But it soon became obvious that the Wang Chong had not cultivated this technique enough. If Su Zhengchen were using this technique, he would assuredly have dealt this giant ape a severe injury, but Wang Chong was still far from this level. At his stage, the Sword Qi could only get a few feet deep before running out of steam. It was simply not possible for his Sword Qi to break through the tough and pliable defensive hide of the ape.


Boomboomboom!


Wang Chong's constant attacks of Sword Qi were unable to severely injure the giant ape, but the biting pain had succeeded in infuriating the Consecrated!


The ape bellowed, and as the figure of Wang Chong was reflected in its eyes, they erupted with savagery and a craving to maim and crush. With astonishing speed, the ape raised both of its hairy arms and began to swing them at Wang Chong.


However, Wang Chong at this moment was like a leaf in the breeze. While the ape's attacks seemed fierce, none of them were able to find purchase on Wang Chong. Wang Chong was getting closer and closer to the Behemoth's head, but just when he was about to make the final leap, an invisible ripple of energy swept through the air, and then…


Bang!


The berserk ape that was randomly lashing out around it suddenly calmed down, and a hint of clarity appeared in its eyes.


And then, it did something very unexpected.


The ape brought its palms together with a thump and gave a mighty roar, upon which a powerful vibration began to spread from it. This vibration was suffused with a destructive energy, causing white ripples of energy to spread through the surroundings.


"What's going on here?"


Wang Chong was astonished by this sight. Other than incredible strength, Wang Chong had not seen this ape display any other abilities. He had never imagined that just when he was about to leap onto its head, it would suddenly do something like this.


This Behemoth was a dreadful monster, its strength so great that even Imperial Great Generals could not match up to it. And unlike the rhino-shaped Behemoth, the Destroyer, or the Terrorizer, the Consecrated was in the shape of an ape, bestowed with nimble arms and an agile body, making it a much more formidable combatant.


Even when Wang Chong combined his strength with Gao Xianzhi and the others, they could not stop an ordinary Behemoth, much less this finest of the Arabian Behemoths. Although the ape did not use any Stellar Energy in this unique form of attack, its prodigious strength could shatter the earth. Until he took up the form of the Godking Yama, Wang Chong was no match for it.


Boom! There was no time to think, and Wang Chong jumped backward in the air and back to the ground. But though Wang Chong's reaction was fast, he was still caught up in the white ripples of energy, which immediately began to batter and jolt against the Stellar Energy within his body.


Bang!


There was an explosion in the sky as Wang Chong's body shook. The Stellar Energy around him dimmed and his face paled as he went flying through the air like a ragdoll.


"Lord Marquis!"


Xue Qianjun, Sun Zhiming, Zhuang Zhengping and the others on the ground all paled at this sight, the blood draining from their faces.


Wang Chong was the guiding light of the army, the heart of its morale. For him to be wounded was an enormous blow to the army.


"Hurry and save Lord Marquis!"


Xue Qianjun and the others immediately rushed toward where Wang Chong had landed. At this moment, the area around the giant ape was a storm of dust and sand, a zone of death. Anyone with insufficient strength who lingered there was inviting death.


But they had no time to worry about such things. Blessings did not come in pairs, whereas disaster never came alone.


As Xue Qianjun and the others rushed forward, three other explosions could be heard, followed by three loud thumps. Xue Qianjun subconsciously turned his head to look, and what he saw was two enormous gods and one tall and slender figure being thrown back by powerful blows.



"Lord Gao! Vice Protector-General Cheng! General Wang!"


As everyone began to realize who those three figures were, they began to cry out in panic. At this moment, Xue Qianjun and all the other Tang soldiers who had witnessed this sight began to tremble in fear.


Wang Chong, Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, and Wang Yan, the four highest commanders of the Tang army, were the anchors of Talas. While they were still present, the one hundred thousand soldiers of the Tang army could still maintain their cool, even when attacked from both within and without.


No one had expected all four to be injured at the same time.


Whether it was Wang Chong, Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, or Wang Yan, it was impossible for any of them to individually take on the Behemoths.


Roooar!


After knocking aside the four Tang commanders, the four Behemoths now had no more obstacles before them and began to advance past the Tang defense line. Boom! Bang! Crash! The steel walls toppled in clouds of dust while the powerful shockwaves created by the four Behemoths sent countless soldiers flying through the air like they were made of paper. "AAAAH!" Screams filled the air as the casualties on the Tang side began to soar.


"Kill!"


The Arab soldiers were overjoyed by this sight. The Arab soldiers had originally been maintaining a set distance between them and the Behemoths, not daring to get close, but upon seeing the current devastation, they changed plans. Making sure to keep a distance of a hundred-some zhang between them and the Behemoths, they surged around the Behemoths and began to assault the Tang forces.


"Release! Release! Release!"


The one thousand ballistae were still firing at the four Behemoths, but when the ballista teams saw what the Arabs were doing, they immediately changed targets and began to fire upon the savage-faced Arab warriors.


Swooshswooshswoosh! Each ballista bolt was like the reaper's scythe, harvesting the lives of seven or eight Arab soldiers. But despite the power of the Tang ballistae, they could not stop the frenzied tide of Arab soldiers.


"Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, we should also go!"


Duwu Sili's hair was blowing in the wind as he watched the fierce battle from the hills.


"The situation has changed. The Tang won't be able to last through the day. Now is the best time to strike."


Duwu Sili's eyes glimmered as his body thrummed with a burning will to fight. So great was this desire that the air around him began to twist and writhe.


The Arabs had displayed such a tremendous strength that Duwu Sili felt his will to fight being stimulated.


"Wait a little longer! Don't make a decision like this too rashly!"


Dalun Ruozan shook his head, his eyes extremely cold and calm as he observed the battle.


"Abu Muslim and Ziyad have still not entered the battle, so now is not the best time for us to do so. Wait a little longer. Once the Tang have suffered severe casualties, we'll still have time to enter the field!"


Duwu Sili said nothing, but he shot a glance at the nearby Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje. Their eyes were as cold as those of a statue and fixed upon one person. It was clear that they would follow Dalun Ruozan's lead.


"Hmph!"


Duwu Sili snorted and suddenly charged forward. Before anyone could react, his stalwart Turkic steed was galloping through the air toward the Tang rear.


"Duwu Sili!"


Behind him, Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje called out in surprise and shock. But such was Duwu Sili's speed that he was gone in the blink of an eye.


"There's no need to dissuade him. Don't you see that he's gone alone without bringing a single one of his soldiers?"


Dalun Ruozan enclosed his hands in his sleeves and faintly smiled. He appeared unperturbed as he watched Duwu Sili ride away, apparently long having predicted this course of action from Duwu Sili.
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Duwu Sili was far smarter than most people imagined him to be. Dalun Ruozan wanted to preserve manpower, and Duwu Sili treasured his own troops even more than Dalun Ruozan did. Thus, even though his words were fierce and harsh, Duwu Sili had never had any intentions of sending his own men. He could hide this fact from others, but never from Dalun Ruozan.


The two Tibetan generals looked at Duwu Sili's back in understanding.


"So Great Minister already predicted that he would move?" Huoshu Huicang said.


Dalun Ruozan silently smiled. His eyes swept over the battlefield, but as they flitted over the front of the defense lines, his expression dimmed slightly.


The Arabian Empire was simply too powerful. He had traveled over a vast distance to the city of Talas with the intention of having a final battle between himself and Wang Chong, a contest of strategy, schemes, and tactics. Dalun Ruozan and Wang Chong were two of the best military strategists in the world, with very few people capable of standing equal with them.


Dalun Ruozan had deeply anticipated this contest of intellectuals. In fact, one could say that he had spent every day and night in the prison of Ü-Tsang's royal capital anticipating this encounter. But it now appeared that this desire was bound to evaporate into nothing.


The power the Arabian Empire had displayed was simply too enormous, crushing any kind of tactic, strategy, or scheme, making all plans futile. Even someone as proud as Dalun Ruozan couldn't help but shudder at this sight.


Only Wang Chong and the Great Tang would have been able to last so long under such fierce assaults. Both the Ü-Tsang Empire and the Western Turkic Khaganate would have been routed a long time ago.


"Alas, the Great Tang is doomed to defeat. Although I can't personally defeat you and fulfill my wish, for me to personally see you off and serve as witness to your fall is enough!"


Dalun Ruozan gave a deep sigh. He knew that things looked grim for Wang Chong, and though he was not willing to admit it, he still couldn't help but feel a deep regret when he saw Wang Chong losing to the Arabs like this.


……


"Kill!"


At the distant defense line, the one hundred thousand Tang soldiers were facing a situation far more dangerous than anyone could imagine.


"Exterminate these infidels!"


Tens of thousands of Arab cavalry surged over the defense line into the Tang formation. In the past, the Arabs would have needed to pay a heavy price to cross the line, but there was now a large gap in the steel walls, and the tight and disciplined Tang formations were now in a state of complete collapse from the attacks of the Behemoths.


"Warning! Defeat is imminent! The Great Tang has lost twenty thousand men!


"Warning! Defeat is imminent! Talas will soon be lost! User will soon be obliterated!


"The final warning! Upon defeat, all of user's Destiny Energy will be wiped out! At the same time, all memories concerning user will be erased."


As Wang Chong flew through the air, the cold and emotionless voice of the Stone of Destiny issued a string of messages. The terrifying jolts unleashed by the giant ape had sent Wang Chong flying for several hundred zhang.


As the winds howled around him and images flew past his ear, time seemed to slow to a crawl. Soaring backward and upside-down, Wang Chong could see the entire battlefield.


He saw the roaring Skyquaking Giants striding toward the last giant ballista, saw the Tang army in chaos, and saw countless panicked cavalry fleeing into the distance. There were both Tang and mercenaries amongst them, all of their faces pale and their eyes filled with fear.


Those four Behemoths had destroyed any confidence they had.


Rooooar! A Behemoth roared, and when Wang Chong moved his gaze past the cavalry, he could see a blood-drenched field, a land of shattered limbs carpeted by corpses of horse and man, their despairing eyes open wide to the sky.


Amongst these shattered limbs, Wang Chong could see rivers and lakes of blood, thousands upon thousands of shattered weapons, and blood-soaked banners, trampled upon by the charging Arab soldiers.


Farther ahead, close to the first defense line, Wang Chong was greeted by a scene of desolation. The other three Behemoths blocked out the sky, their eyes scarlet as they stomped down with their feet.


In front of these three Behemoths, even the hardy ground of Talas cracked and groaned. Giant boulders weighing a thousand jin were carried along by the shockwaves to soar ten-some zhang into the air. In the face of this vicious assault, the strength of man was too meager, too lowly.


No shieldman or cavalryman could stand against it.


It was there that the Tang casualties were the greatest. Even Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, and his father Wang Yan had been knocked away. Wang Chong could tell that they were worriedly shouting something at him, but he couldn't hear what it was.


He could only see a sea of corpses, their lifeless eyes filled with despair.


In that moment, an agonizing pain filled his heart.


Are we going to lose?


As this thought occurred to him, his mind suddenly trembled with pain so searing that it was difficult to breathe. The art of war was a matter of life and death, a road to either safety or ruin. For a general, defeat on the battlefield was commonplace.


Wang Chong had believed that as long as he could win, reverse the tides, change the fate of Talas, and save the Great Tang, he could ignore everything else and regard it with indifference.


But then he saw those corpses, amongst which he could even recognize some soldiers that he could call out by name. Those people had followed him from the southwest and had never retreated a single step. They had followed him with blind faith, believing in him more than he had believed in himself, but in the end, they had all died.


What felt like an arc of lightning seemed to course through his body, and he felt a pain that arose from the very depths of his soul.


These were all powerful soldiers that he had nurtured. They should not have died here!


He had prepared for this battle for more than half a year. Three thousand Tang ballistae, five thousand of the most elite and well-equipped Wushang Cavalry, and many mercenaries and well-trained protectorate soldiers…


This battle should have resulted in overwhelming victory. Just where had he gone wrong?


This shouldn't be! It can't be like this!


As countless thoughts flitted through his mind, Wang Chong defiantly opened his eyes and clenched his fists. The defense line had been broken, the steel wall he had built up now existing only in name.


Even though he had done all he could, he still could not stop the advance of the four dreadful Behemoths and had even been sent flying by one himself. But no matter what, no matter the situation, he would not give up, would not concede!


It won't be like this! There must still be some hope, there must!


Wang Chong clenched his teeth together.


Boom!


Finally, Wang Chong smashed into the ground, excavating an enormous hole. Time returned to normal, and Wang Chong vomited out a mouthful of blood before getting back up. At this moment, thousands of sounds began to pour back in, and Wang Chong could finally understand what Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli were saying.


"Wang Chong, retreat! Hurry and retreat!"


"There's nothing else to be done! We can't hold against the Behemoths."


"We've lost Talas. Hurry and retreat!"


"Preserve our strength and we still have a chance!"


Wang Chong could see Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli looking worriedly at him.


These were not timid individuals. During the Battle of Talas, Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli had both remained steadfast despite their grim situation, lasting two months against the Arab assault.


Gao Xianzhi had never given up on this battle in that period, but now, he had finally chosen to withdraw. Although this decision was painful, it was also the wisest decision.


Gao Xianzhi's heart was at rock bottom as he watched the inexhaustible Behemoths smash a bloody path of corpses through the battlefield. There was no question that the Great Tang had been completely defeated in this contest. Staying any longer would only create meaningless losses.


In fights against men, they could fight to the end, but they had to retreat in front of these Behemoths!


They could not allow the last bit of strength the Great Tang still had in the Western Regions to be buried here. If they clearly understood that defeat was obvious, why should they continue to fight?


The wisest decision a commander could make was to lead his soldiers in breaking out of the encirclements, doing their utmost to preserve their strength for another day.


"Chong-er! Hurry and go!"


Wang Yan also spoke, his face suffused with panic.


In all battles, Wang Yan was always courageous, never retreating half a step. Even in an arduous situation like the war of the southwest, he had never once thought about retreating. However, the herd of Behemoths and the vast sea of soldiers behind them left him without a single sliver of hope.


Though the decision cut at his heart, Wang Yan had to make it.


The strength of the Behemoths was not something humans could oppose. They had done everything they could to try and stop them, but they had still failed.


If they did not retreat now and waited for the Behemoths to charge over, even with their eighty thousand remaining soldiers, the Behemoths could exterminate more than half in the space of a few breaths. Moreover, the two hundred thousand Arab cavalry and Dalun Ruozan were still lurking in the rear.


They still had the time to withdraw and preserve their strength. Although they didn't want to admit it, they had decisively lost this battle.


"No, impossible! The Battle of Talas won't end like this! I will never retreat!"


Wang Chong clenched his fists so hard that veins bulged out from his forehead, the blood almost squeezing out of them.
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"The Great Tang will not be defeated!


"The Great Tang cannot be defeated!"


Wang Chong clenched his fists, tensing up his entire body so tightly that it groaned.


No one understood more than him that once Talas was lost, the Great Tang would have no other chance to rise. The Western Regions would be lost, Qixi would be lost, Longxi would be lost, Youzhou would fall ill, the Great Tang would fall into internal discord, the calamity would descend… Step by step, the Great Tang would fall into the endless abyss. If he wanted to change all this and save the Great Tang, he had to hold Talas and throw back the Arabs.


Only by holding Talas would he be able to slowly alter the Great Tang's tragic fate.


And besides, the Stone of Destiny would never let him retreat. Retreat was death!


Roooar!


The distant Behemoths roared, and dust rose from the defense line as the four Behemoths rumbled forward, wreaking havoc on the Tang soldiers. Countless Tang soldiers fled in fear, leaving thousands of corpses behind.


Blood seeped into the earth as a figure sinisterly chuckled in a place no one could see.


"Die! Die! All of you die!


"My obedient pets, kill all these infidels!"


The hunchbacked Masil sat atop the head of his centipede monster, his hands raised up as blood dripped down from overhead, bathing his head, face, and arms. An expression of ecstasy appeared on his face.


Masil might have been deformed and grotesque, but as the commander of the Behemoth Army and one of the Caliph's favored ministers, he was a sinister existence of the Abbasid Caliphate feared by all. But few people knew that Masil was even more sinister and terrifying than he appeared on the surface.


Masil had never feared battle. Wherever one could find a large-scale battle in a stalemate, one could find Masil and his Behemoths.


Every time they took part in battle, Masil's favorite activity would be to burrow underground as his Behemoths destroyed his enemies and stomped them into pulp, so that he could bathe himself in the thick streams of blood pouring into the earth.


Masil could obtain boundless pleasure from this slaughter and blood, imbuing him with a far more intoxicating feeling and satisfaction than what his status as commander of the Behemoth Army and favored minister of the Caliph could give him.


"I said before, no one can stop my Behemoths, not even these Tang. Kill them all for me! Hahaha…"


Masil's eyes were wide open as he crazily laughed.


The Great Tang had already lost. Masil knew this the moment he had dispatched his four strongest Behemoths, without even needing to consider the two hundred thousand elite Arab cavalry behind them.


"Now, only that brat is left!"


Masil squinted his eyes as he began to ponder this matter.


These infidels who dared to defy the Arabs needed to be killed, but in Masil's mind, there was one person he loathed far more than all the other Tang, that he would find even more delight from killing.


Three Behemoths was the largest loss the Behemoth Army had ever suffered in its history, and was a disgrace on Masil's name.


"Once I kill you, I'll make your skull into a toilet stool!"


Masil chuckled to himself, and then he chanted a spell, communicating with the giant ape above. Amongst the Behemoths, the Consecrated was undoubtedly the strongest of them all.


……


Above ground, clouds of dust churned as the four Behemoths meted out destruction like they were evil heralds of the apocalypse. Suddenly, the enormous and muscular figure of the giant ape to the very left turned its scarlet eyes on Wang Chong a hundred zhang away.


Raaaa! The Behemoth bellowed, leaping away from its other foes and lunging toward Wang Chong. Its gigantic fist created vortices in the air as it thundered toward Wang Chong.


The giant ape's attack had been extremely abrupt, and it had chosen to attack the moment the Tang line was in full retreat and Wang Chong was struggling over whether to retreat or continue fighting.


"Lord Marquis! Watch out!"


"Ballista teams, stop the Behemoth!"


"Lord Marquis!"


When the soldiers who turned their heads upon hearing the Behemoth roar saw this sight, their faces turned white in fear. The marquis was powerful, but not to the point where he could stand up against those Arabian Behemoths. Those were existences which could destroy the entire world.


Worse was that the marquis was standing there, clearly still in a daze.


Boomboomboom!


Black ballista bolts thundered over the battlefield, all of them aimed at the enormous fist. This time, any ballista that was not under attack took part in this volley.


But there was only a metallic clattering, all the black ballista bolts apparently striking a hardy fortress when they struck the ape's fist. The numerous ballista bolts all dropped to the ground, and the ape's fist only picked up speed as it thundered toward Wang Chong.


"Ah!"


The surrounding soldiers all cried out in fear, their hearts cold.


"Wang Chong, watch out!"


Just when Wang Chong was about to be struck by the Consecrated, a figure shot forward, his sword unleashing a destructive stream of Sword Qi that hurtled toward the ape's fist.


"Gao Xianzhi, you should worry about yourself first!"


Just then, a powerful bolt of energy shot out from the black cloud of smoke behind the giant ape, getting ahead of the giant ape and impacting with Gao Xianzhi's dazzling stream of Sword Qi. Before the Sword Qi could impact with the giant ape, it was neutralized by that vast and steely bolt of Stellar Energy.


"How could this be?!"


Everyone who saw this was stunned. Gao Xianzhi was the commander of the Anxi Protectorate army and one of the highest Great Generals of the Great Tang, his strength on par with Duwu Sili. Someone who could scatter his Sword Qi with a single blow could only be a warrior of astounding cultivation.


Abu Muslim!


In the air, Gao Xianzhi turned his head, and when he saw that figure emerge from behind the Behemoth, his heart sank.


The man who had intercepted Gao Xianzhi's blow appeared like a demon god emerging from the abyss, with sunken eyes, a high nose, and a large black cape that fluttered in the wind. His height was around 1.9 meters, an outstanding height even amongst Great Generals. His eyes oozed disdain, shone with cruelty and determination. Anyone who saw them would immediately feel that this was a man of cunning and daring.


However, the thing that left the deepest impression about this man was his unique odor, one of iron and flame. This odor seemed to fill every pore of his body, every single cell, every single breath.


This was truly a man who lived for battle, a natural warrior, a pure soldier, a true commander that thousands upon thousands would respect and adore, who could summon all of them to answer his call!


In the eastern region of the Abbasid Caliphate, only one person could have this sort of bearing: Abu Muslim. After biding his time for so long, Abu Muslim had finally appeared. The Tang were already in great danger, but now that Abu Muslim had appeared, the crisis had gotten even worse.


"Gao Xianzhi, I respect you as a hero, so in this battle, I will personally send you on your way!" Abu Muslim shouted in fluent Han.


He immediately sent a pitch-black condensation of fist energy flying through the air. As Abu Muslim punched, the air exploded with dreadful roars and endless flames spat into the air. Behind Abu Muslim appeared a gigantic demon god with violet-black scales growing from its body, the fur of a bull sprouting out from beneath the scales.


And behind this enormous demon god was a giant pillar of gold and red.


The Seventy-Two Demon God Pillars!


Abu Muslim was the commander of the army and one of the strongest experts in Arabia. In his youth, he had campaigned across the world, and when conquering a country that was linked to the origins of the Arabs, Abu Muslim incidentally managed to obtain a legendary Arabian martial art: The Seventy-Two Demon God Pillars Art.


In the legends of Arabia, it was said that there were once seventy-two powerful and horrifying demon gods. They lived in the sea and were the enemies of the entire continent, constantly wreaking havoc and destruction on the human world. Later on, the other gods sealed these seventy-two into pillars and cast them into even deeper parts of the sea. These were the Seventy-Two Demon God Pillars.


But even though they were sealed, the powers of the Seventy-Two Demon God Pillars continued to be passed on through this powerful art!


They were recorded on seventy-two secret manuals that were passed down through generation after generation. After many years and the passage of time, a large portion of the Seventy-Two Demon God Pillars Art was lost. But each of those manuals contained incredible power, and anyone who obtained one of these manuals would become an extremely powerful existence—if not a Great General, then a Governor. They would render extraordinary feats and establish their own legends in the history of Arabia.


No one knew which of the Seventy-Two Demon God Pillars Abu Muslim had inherited; very few people even knew any of their names. However, there was no doubting the power of Abu Muslim's art.
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Gao Xianzhi's armor had been gifted to him by the Sage Emperor. It had been extremely tough, capable of stopping divine weapons. In Gao Xianzhi's ten-some years campaigning through the Western Regions, this armor had always kept him safe. But in the end, it had been destroyed by Abu Muslim's palm. From this, one could easily imagine Abu Muslim's strength.


Boom! Gao Xianzhi had expended much of his strength fending off the Behemoths, whereas Abu Muslim was still in peak condition, as well as launching a surprise attack. Gao Xianzhi was swiftly suppressed. The assault of the four Behemoths and the two hundred thousand Arab soldiers was a harsh trial for the Great Tang, and the appearance of Abu Muslim was like adding an avalanche on top of a blizzard. At this moment, the Great Tang was in a terrible position.


Moreover, with Gao Xianzhi's attack intercepted, the giant ape had no more obstacles, and its enormous steely fist thundered down like Mount Tai upon Wang Chong. There was no else to help Wang Chong now. The fist was crashing down, and in the next moment, Wang Chong would be dead. However, Gao Xianzhi's attempt had not been completely useless.


Buzz! Upon hearing the explosive clash between Gao Xianzhi and Abu Muslim, Wang Chong suddenly came back to his senses.


"It's him!"


Wang Chong's mind was given a jolt as he saw the hairy fist coming down and the stalwart and determined figure in the distance. Boom! The giant ape's fist slammed down, creating a giant hole in the ground. Kacrack! The earth trembled as cracks began to spread through it, fountains of rock and dirt gushing out from them.


The power of that enormous punch left everyone stunned!


"Wonderful!"


Deep in the ground, Masil clenched his fists, his eyes burning with excitement.


"That bastard is finally dead!"


That young Tang commander, that bastard who had killed three of his Behemoths, had finally been killed by the Consecrated. Masil was awash with satisfaction. Rumble! Under Masil's command, the giant ape began to slowly raise its enormous fist, its scarlet eyes sweeping the ground.


"Anyone who dares to oppose me will never have a good end! Although I won't be able to make your head into a stool, it's also not bad to appreciate your shattered corpse!"


Masil's eyes glimmered with excitement. Masil had many perverted hobbies that no one knew about. Other than bathing in the blood of his foes, he also enjoyed examining his opponents after they died gruesome deaths. The stronger they were, the higher status, and the greater the resistance they put up, the more Masil found himself entranced by them.


Wang Chong had killed three Behemoths, dealing a major blow to his army. Viewing his shattered body was more attractive to Masil than anything else, tantamount to a grand banquet.


But then, Masil's excited face froze. The ground beneath the ape's fist was empty. Not even a blood stain could be seen, much less a corpse.


"What's going on?"


Masil's eyes narrowed, his face transforming into a grimace. Masil began to scan the ground, swiftly noticing that familiar figure.


"Damn it! How did this happen!"


Masil felt like grinding his teeth into crumbs. He had never imagined that Wang Chong would be able to escape the giant ape's attack with so little distance to work with. An intense killing intent immediately exploded from his body.


"I can disregard anyone else on this battlefield, but you have to die! Do you really think you can escape?"


His mind seething with killing intent, Masil immediately had the giant ape leap forward in pursuit. While still in the air, the giant ape raised one of its massive arms and sent another punch at Wang Chong, faster and fiercer than the previous one.


"Lord Marquis, watch out!" Xue Qianjun loudly called out. After having had a brief moment of relief, he tensed up once more.


Others also called out in alarm, their hearts at their throats. Wang Chong was the commander of the army and the Protector-General of Qixi, looked up to by all his men.


If Wang Chong were heavily injured or killed in battle, the morale of the army would be annihilated and the lines would instantly collapse!


But as the fist hurtled down, Wang Chong flashed away, leaving behind a blur as he succeeded in barely dodging the attack.


Wang Chong's strength had already reached Tier 8 of the Saint Martial realm. Even though the giant ape was powerful, it would still find it no easy to task to kill Wang Chong.


Masil was at first stunned, but then his eyes turned red with fury.


"Die! Die! Die!" The more times Wang Chong dodged his attacks, the stronger Masil's killing intent became. "You can dodge once or twice, but I don't believe you can dodge one hundred times, one thousand times!"


Rooooar! Under Masil's control, the giant ape began to flail both its arms, unleashing a flurry of attacks on Wang Chong. But Masil failed to realize that as Wang Chong dodged attack after attack, his eyes became clearer, his expression more resolved.


No retreat! I cannot retreat!


A voice was echoing through Wang Chong's mind, getting louder and louder.


The Great Tang cannot lose! There must be some hope!


The winds shrieked past his ear like the swishing of swords through the air, but Wang Chong could still hear the screaming of the army, the cries of panic as his soldiers fled, the gurgling of blood into the earth, the snapping of weapons, and the falling of banners.


Other than the last battle of his previous life, Wang Chong had never been in as grim a situation as this.


Opening his eyes, Wang Chong could see Abu Muslim engaged in fierce combat with Gao Xianzhi in the air, with the Anxi War God currently in desperate straits. Nearby, the bearded Arab Deputy Governor of the East Ziyad was battling Cheng Qianli's Supreme Desolation God. The Supreme Desolation God's body was covered in cracks, and many fine lines could be seen on its chains of Stellar Energy. Even more shocking was that the pitch-black body of the Supreme Desolation God was slowly turning transparent.


This was a sign that the god manifestation was running out of energy and on the verge of collapse.


The combined assault of the Arabs and the Behemoths had inflicted heavy losses on the Anxi Protectorate army, and without the support of the Anxi Protectorate army, Cheng Qianli could not keep up the Supreme Desolation God.


Suddenly, a roar thundered through the sky. "Wang Chong, hurry and get out of here!!" As he was battling with Ziyad, Cheng Qianli's Supreme Desolation God turned its head to Wang Chong and shouted, urgency and concern in its eyes.


The Tang had lost this battle. Whether or not anyone was willing to admit it, this was a fact.


The Arab numbers and their Behemoths were not something the Great Tang could stop. Retreating with the remaining soldiers and preserving strength for another battle was the proper course of action for the Great Tang.


"Wang Chong, hurry!"


Blood trickled out from Cheng Qianli's eye sockets. Everything had its price. He and the Protector-General could no longer leave, leaving Wang Chong as the only person capable of leading the army away. He should have never appeared here in the first place. The Qixi Protectorate army had only come in the first place to rescue them.


It was the Anxi Protectorate army's duty to cover the retreat!


Moreover, both he and Gao Xianzhi were already rather old, but Wang Chong was different. He was still very young, only seventeen, but the intelligence, talent, and grasp of strategy he had displayed were incredible, causing both Cheng Qianli and Gao Xianzhi to sigh in praise.


If Wang Chong could survive, he would have limitless potential! The Great Tang would also have this limitless potential!


This was why Cheng Qianli and Gao Xianzhi had instantly made the decision to sacrifice themselves.


If only one person could survive, Wang Chong was the best choice.


Rumble!


At some point, massive bolts of lightning had begun to cleave through the air. At some point, dark clouds had gathered from all around, descending upon the battlefield. All of Talas was trembling beneath this thunderstorm.


Buzz!


As a bolt of lightning cleaved down, Wang Chong raised his head and swiftly began to work. His body wavered, but he did not retreat, instead lunging right at the enormous ape before him.


"Wang Chong!"


"Protector-General Wang!"


Cries of shock and alarm came from all around. Neither Gao Xianzhi nor Cheng Qianli had ever imagined that Wang Chong would choose not only to not retreat, but to charge straight at the Behemoth. At this moment, however, Wang Chong was deaf to the world. Retreat was death, an eternal descent into the abyss, and he would never make such a choice.


"Ha!"


With a shout, Wang Chong began to climb up the giant ape's arm like a tiny ant. As he ascended, he waved his Wootz Steel sword, unleashing a blazing white Sword Qi ten-some zhang long. Vibrating in the air, the white Sword Qi turned violet and sliced into the giant ape's body.


In this attack, Wang Chong had managed to attach the Strength of Lu Wu to the Art of God and Demon Obliteration.


Awooo!


The giant ape gave a miserable howl, pulling back its massive arm as its body shook in pain. Moreover, its cruel and savage eyes of scarlet instantly fell into chaos.


Boom!


Wang Chong landed back on the devastated battlefield and looked at the yowling ape, which suddenly punched at the ground.


"It's not right!"


Suddenly, Wang Chong's eyes widened as he noticed something off. This giant ape's punches had always been aimed at him. While this punch was still aimed at him, the direction…
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Buzz!


A thought suddenly occurred to Wang Chong, and he decided to stand still and no longer dodge. Boom! Debris flew into the air as the furry black fist several times larger than Wang Chong smashed into an area around seven zhang away.


Thud! A craggy boulder flew in Wang Chong's direction, but before it could get within a zhang of Wang Chong, it was blocked by an invisible barrier of Stellar Energy.


"It's not right!"


Wang Chong was still standing there, unharmed and unaffected. At this moment, he was beginning to get a few ideas, but he still couldn't understand completely. Boom! The giant ape punched out again, once more striking an area several zhang from Wang Chong.


Wang Chong could sense that the giant ape which had so doggedly pursued him had been drained of hatred, instantly losing its objective.


"Damn it! What is that violet flame?"


Deep underground, Masil clenched his teeth, a hint of astonishment in his eyes, but he quickly reassumed control over the Consecrated. In the blink of an eye, the cruelty and savagery in the giant ape's eyes returned, and it once more fiercely punched at Wang Chong. This time, there was no error, and it headed straight for Wang Chong's head.


Brooom! Dust and debris once more filled the air, but the ape had still missed. Wang Chong had once more managed to barely dodge the giant ape's iron fist. This time, Wang Chong did not pay any more attention to the giant ape, instead choosing to rush toward the part of the battlefield where the Arabs were most numerous and the Behemoths were inflicting the most damage.


As he rushed toward the area, Wang Chong's eyes constantly swept the battlefield. The feeling in his heart was getting stronger and stronger, and the truth seemed on the verge of being revealed.


It's wrong! It's completely wrong! There must be something that I'm missing. The Behemoths have a weakness, they must! They only appeared for a little while before disappearing. There has to be a reason for that.


Peals of thunder were booming in Wang Chong's mind.


"What is that infidel thinking? Does he think that he can rely on his own power to stop my three Behemoths?"


Underground, Masil was dumbstruck by Wang Chong's movements, but he quickly regained his composure.


"Hmph, struggle on death's door all you want; you'll still die!"


Masil was not very strong, but he was able to borrow the power of his centipede monster to travel deep underground, where no one could harm him. And while he controlled the four supreme Behemoths, no one could oppose him. Even Great Generals would have to bow their heads.


On the ground, Wang Chong continued to remain unaware. His gaze flitted onto the white bear Behemoth to the northwest and then suddenly froze. The enormous white bear was wreaking havoc as it proceeded toward the walls of Talas, but just when it seemed like it would crash into a group of Arab soldiers charging up from the rear, it made a sudden turn and charged off in another direction.


In this battlefield where hundreds of thousands of soldiers were fighting, the white bear Behemoth's strange movement was hard to spot, and had lasted for only a few seconds. If Wang Chong had not been watching at that very moment, he would have never noticed.


"It's not right!"


The feeling in Wang Chong's mind intensified.


Buzz!


His eyes turned to the center of the battlefield, where the giant lizard that spat fire was together with the other large Behemoth. There, he noticed a few more strange things.


The two Arabian Behemoths were devastating the surroundings as they advanced, but as they did so, they began to unwittingly get off course and grow closer and closer together. But just when they seemed like they were about to collide, invisible strings seemed to pull at their heads. These Behemoths on the verge of collision suddenly returned to their original tracks, maintaining the proper distance as they charged in straight lines.


Wang Chong's eyes widened. The sensation he was feeling was now at its maximum.


Roooar! The giant ape bellowed as it came up behind him, its pitch-black fist once more punching out with mountain-shattering power at Wang Chong. Wang Chong was on the ground, and given the giant ape's height, when it was attacking Wang Chong, it should have also been looking at the ground.


Strangely, however, its scarlet eyes weren't focused on the ground at all. It gave a feeling like its mind and body were not in sync, that it was being controlled.


Bang!


Wang Chong's body trembled all over as this thought occurred to him. He finally understood what was wrong.


These four Behemoths were all being controlled!


The Behemoths acted according to instinct, which meant that they shouldn't have differentiated between the Tang and Arabs. The Behemoths would never alter their course if they noticed any Arabs in front of them. Similarly, Behemoths acting on instinct would never just travel in a straight line. And that giant ape wouldn't have its hands and eyes acting incongruously, a low-class mistake which made it seem like it was being controlled by another.


Once or twice could be written off as coincidence, but three was certainty. These four Behemoths were not acting normally.


Psychic Energy!


Wang Chong had a flash of insight. If a person wanted to control another living being, particularly something as enormous and powerful as a Behemoth, they would never be able to do so with Stellar Energy.


The only energy capable of this feat was Psychic Energy.


How could it appear here? The calamity hasn't descended yet, so how could someone possess such enormous Psychic Energy? They can even use it to control such gigantic beasts!


Wang Chong's mind was tossing and turning with shock. In this world where martial arts were revered, everyone cultivated Stellar Energy. Powerful martial artists could be found all over this world, but formidable mental energy experts were few and far between. Wang Chong had only seen Psychic Energy on a few of the otherworldly invaders in the calamity.


Psychic Energy was shapeless and immaterial, and it was difficult to form into effective attacks. However, those people had been able to condense Psychic Energy into solid form and inflict real harm on supreme martial experts. They had even managed to control some of the elite generals under Wang Chong's command. But this was an ability that only the otherworldly invaders possessed. It was only through fighting with 'them' that the human experts began to slowly understand this ability and research methods that could resist Psychic Energy.


But there were still several years until the calamity's descent. Wang Chong had never imagined that he would meet a Psychic Energy expert powerful enough to control the Behemoths so early on.


Just what's going on here? Why does the Abbasid Caliphate have such a powerful Psychic Energy expert?


Wang Chong's mind was raging, his understanding of the world completely overturned.


Martial artists would find it very hard to fight against Psychic Energy experts, unless… they could find their actual body!


With this thought, Wang Chong quickly made up his mind. The greatest difference between Wang Chong and other martial artists was that, as a reincarnator, although his martial arts had returned to the peak of the Saint Martial realm, his Psychic Energy was still at the level of the War Saint.


Bang!


Wang Chong lunged forward, once more dodging the giant ape's attack. At the same time, his left hand began to make strange hand-signals. In the next moment, a majestic stream of Psychic Energy burst out from his forehead, surging into the air.


He didn't notice anything at first, with the air showing nothing unusual, but when the ape withdrew its arms and swept its scarlet eyes over the area, Wang Chong immediately sensed a well-hidden psychic ripple shuttling through the ape's body before vanishing.


If Wang Chong hadn't been looking for it, he would have never noticed anything strange.


"Over there!"


Wang Chong's gaze immediately began to pursue that ripple of Psychic Energy. But when he saw where it had emerged from, he immediately grimaced. That ripple of Psychic Energy had come from under! Ground!


"How could this be?"


Wang Chong was stunned. He had guessed that the Psychic Energy expert was nearby, even hidden amongst the nearby Arab army, but he had never imagined that they would be hiding underground. This was far too unexpected.


With Wang Chong's Saint Martial Tier 8 strength, Wang Chong could attack his opponent wherever they were above the ground, even in the air. But his abilities were not sufficient when it came to an opponent hiding underground.


"Ah!"


Wang Chong suddenly heard a burst of panicked shouts.


"Save General!"


Wang Chong turned in surprise, and saw Chen Shusun in the distance. Chen Shusun was pale, his eyes looking upward in despair. Following his gaze, Wang Chong immediately noticed the giant golden-armored god in front. The armor of this god was completely wrecked, its aura dim. Across from it, the fire-breathing lizard had opened its mouth and spewed out a thick gout of destructive flame, more searing than the sun. Its target was the golden-armored god that was already on the back foot.


Fwooom! The gout of flame had already traveled more than a zhang. The golden-armored god was already at its absolute limit, about to collapse at any moment. If it were struck by the lizard's flame, the controller of the god would end up either dead or heavily injured, both of which were terrible for the Great Tang.
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"Father!"


Wang Chong's mind trembled. He had been so focused on thinking of ways to deal with the Behemoths that he had never noticed that his father's Mighty Miracle God was in desperate straits. But at this distance, not even someone of Wang Chong's strength could come to Wang Yan's rescue.


"Hahaha, die!"


Deep underground, Masil exploded with crazed laughter. He was never an easy man to satisfy, and in this operation, not just the young Tang commander, but also the three other Tang commanders were his targets.


Killing enemy Great Generals was always a game and craving that he never got tired of. Nothing could be more sublime than killing the Tang youth and the other Tang commanders.


"Little fellow, first kill this Tang for me!"


The underground Masil took control of the Burning One and had it spit a long gout of searing flame. Ten zhang, twenty zhang, the flame shot forward, but just when it seemed like the Burning One's flame was going to heavily injure Wang Yan, Masil encountered an unexpected snag…


Bang!


A powerful Psychic Energy shot forward, striking the Burning One as well as the Psychic Energy Masil had attached to it.


"Father!"


Only now did Wang Chong's shout arrive. Not even Masil could have predicted that in Wang Chong's panic, he would almost instinctively launch a pure bolt of Psychic Energy at the Burning One.


Booom! That gout of flame that could melt even rock veered, crashing into the ground ten zhang from Wang Yan. Wang Chong's surge of Psychic Energy had pulverized the Psychic Energy Masil had left on the Burning One.


"!!!"


The world seemed to fall silent as Masil froze atop his centipede monster, his eyes wide open in shock.


How could it be?!


Masil's mind was tossing and turning with mighty waves. Even though it was just a sliver of his Psychic Energy that had been destroyed, this was no less than an earthquake to Masil. Even if all four of his Behemoths dropped dead in front of him, Masil would still not be as stunned as he was right now. Everyone knew that Psychic Energy experts were an extreme rarity in this world. Although it wasn't impossible for two formidable Psychic Energy experts to appear on the same battlefield, the chance was practically nil.


Could it be that these infidels also have a supreme Psychic Energy expert on their side? Impossible! It can't be! How could such a thing happen?!


Masil's mind was still reeling, Wang Chong's Psychic Energy having given him an unprecedented blow.


"Coincidence! It must be coincidence!"


Masil clenched his teeth as he mastered his emotions. As the commander of the Behemoth Army, he had obtained many Psychic Energy tools from the Caliph. Moreover, as a priest, he had obtained an ancient legacy. Together, these things allowed him to possess a formidable Psychic Energy. No ordinary martial artist would ever be able to possess comparable Psychic Energy.


No!


There was practically no martial artist in existence that could have Psychic Energy like this. He didn't believe it. It had to be a mistake!


"Burning One! Attack!"


Masil inwardly screamed as he began to communicate with the Burning One.


……


"Chong-er!"


On the battlefield, Wang Yan's Mighty Miracle God slowly looked away from the nearby pile of molten rock and toward Wang Chong. The fire lizard's attack had been extremely powerful, melting rock and leaving a hole ten-some zhang in diameter, the insides of which were black and spewing smoke.


The red lizard's attacks had never missed before. Although Wang Yan didn't know the exact reason, he could guarantee that it had to do with Wang Chong.


Wang Chong could sense his father's gaze, but his shock was no less than Wang Yan's. As the War Saint, he possessed astonishing Psychic Energy, but he never had the opportunity to actually use it. This was Wang Chong's first clash with a powerful Psychic Energy expert on a large-scale battlefield. In that moment, Wang Chong had instinctively sent out a burst of Psychic Energy, but he hadn't actually expected it to do anything.


Roooar!


With this abrupt bellow, soldiers began to cry out in alarm.


"Milord! Careful!"


"Not good! That Behemoth is about to breathe fire again!"


The soldiers on the field were panicked, and Wang Chong was also nervous. Turning his head, he saw that the Behemoth had lowered its body to the ground, its throat swelling as it gathered up a flame more searing than the last. Boom! As Wang Chong and Wang Yan turned to look, the Behemoth opened its mouth and spewed.


Buzz!


With no time to think, Wang Chong sent another powerful stream of Psychic Energy from his forehead, which immediately crossed the battlefield to strike the enormous red lizard.


Boom!


Nothing seemed to happen in the air, but Wang Chong could sense that he had run into what felt like firm steel. In the body of the fire lizard, he could clearly sense a cold and sinister layer of Psychic Energy.


A Psychic Energy expert!


Although he couldn't see it, Wang Chong was sure that this was the Psychic Energy expert controlling the Behemoths from behind the curtains.


"Brat, just who are you?!"


Masil's furious voice echoed in Wang Chong's mind.


"The person who will kill you!"


Wang Chong mentally sneered as he sent another stream of Psychic Energy, this one more powerful than the last. His two streams of Psychic Energy combined and collided against the dark and cold barrier formed by Masil's Psychic Energy, once more shattering it into pieces.


Boom!


At almost the same moment, the flame spat out by the Burning One seemed to be struck once more by an invisible energy, veering off course and scorching the ground thirty-some zhang from Wang Yan.


"Retreat! Pass on my order! All soldiers, retreat!"


Wang Yan gave the order, but he himself did not move. Although he didn't understand what was going on or what Wang Chong had done, there was no question that the situation was favoring the Great Tang at the moment, serving as the perfect cover for the army's retreat.


In order to cover the army, Wang Yan's infantry had suffered gruesome losses.


Rumble! Wang Yan had barely spoken when his infantry began to withdraw, maintaining discipline and formation as they fell back.


The consecutive misses of the Burning One's flames had also attracted the notice of Abu Muslim and Ziyad. Although the Behemoths were not as intelligent as humans, they possessed a terrifying instinct, one comparable to the best martial artists.


The giant red lizard's primary attack was its flame spit, which was both extremely fast and accurate. It was absolutely not normal for it to miss twice in a row!


Both of them deeply frowned.


But the Behemoth Army was not theirs to command. It was under the direct command of the supreme Caliph of the Arabian Empire, so not even Abu Muslim knew of its secrets. As a result, he had no way of determining what was happening with the Behemoth.


But there was no one more shocked at this moment than Masil, deep underground atop his centipede monster.


The impact of Wang Chong's Psychic Energy was equivalent to a magnitude-twelve earthquake.


Masil's body was still immersed in this enormous shock.


A Psychic Energy expert! A Psychic Energy expert… he's actually a Psychic Energy expert!!


Masil's eyes felt like they were going to pop out of their eye sockets. He had been able to convince himself the first time that there was no way two formidable Psychic Energy experts could appear on the same battlefield, but Wang Chong's Psychic Energy strike had completely shattered these hopes.


How could this be? Just how old is that brat, how old! How could he possess such powerful Psychic Energy!


I don't believe it! Never!


Masil mentally roared.


Just like martial arts, Psychic Energy emphasized ancient lineages and legacies. Perhaps because this was a world of martial arts, the lineages of Psychic Energy were even older and larger than those of martial arts. It was usually the case that those with formidable Psychic Energy were not very young.


Masil was born extremely talented, and despite his hunched back and grotesque face, his Psychic Energy was practically unequaled in the Arabian Empire, allowing him to raise and control the Behemoth Army. Even the Governor of Iron and Blood, Abu Muslim, would have to admit his inferiority in this aspect.


It was precisely because of his exceptionally rare talent that Masil was able to obtain the favor of the Caliph in this empire that revered martial strength.


But now, Masil had encountered another powerful Psychic Energy expert, one who was much younger than him. This went against everything Masil knew about Psychic Energy experts.


This world can't possibly have this many powerful Psychic Energy experts! Just me alone is enough. Everyone else must die! Infidel, you will die! No matter what, no matter the price, I will have you leave your body here!! Masil furiously bellowed in his mind.


Masil had already held murderous intentions to Wang Chong, out of his own selfishness and for the sake of avenging the three Behemoths, but now, his killing intent had reached its maximum. He didn't even care about killing Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, or Wang Yan anymore.


A powerful Psychic Energy expert was an enormous threat, whether it was to him, his Behemoth Army, or the Arabian Empire. Masil would not permit this world to hold another Psychic Energy expert as powerful as him.
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Roooar!


All of a sudden, the Burning One, the Reaper, the Consecrated, and the last Behemoth all turned their vicious eyes to Wang Chong, standing in a field of corpses upon a large rock.


Stompstompstomp! The earth shook as the four Behemoths lowered their bodies and began to charge at Wang Chong, at the same time unleashing their attacks upon him. Fwooom!Blistering hot flames brighter than the sun emerged from the Burning One's throat. This time, however, their target was not Wang Yan, but the blood-speckled Wang Chong.


"Ah!"


The surrounding soldiers cried out in surprise, but this time, it was not just the Tang. The horde of Arab cavalry had also noticed this strange sight and now looked at each other in confusion.


In the air, Abu Muslim and Ziyad glanced at each other, each noticing that the other had a deep frown.


This wasn't part of the plan at all!


The four Behemoths had cast aside their normal military targets. This was definitely not what Abu Muslim had expected.


What is that bastard Masil doing?! Abu Muslim inwardly fumed.


Orders held as much weight as mountains, and as the commander of the army and the East's infamous Governor of Iron and Blood, Abu Muslim had always been renowned for his strict discipline, cruel demeanor, and iron fist. Any general under his command, no matter their background or ability, not even his own deputy governor, dared to defy his orders.


But it was obvious from the current situation that Masil was mobilizing the four Behemoths for his own purposes, which made Abu Muslim instinctively displeased. However, Abu Muslim was not someone who let his temper carry him away, and besides, the Tang defense line was broken, their defeat certain. Given the situation, Abu Muslim would not treat Masil as he did others.


Is it because of that boy?


Abu Muslim squinted in the direction the four Behemoths were heading and immediately noticed Wang Chong. In a flash, he understood, but there was no more time to think. With black energy coiling around his body, Abu Muslim once more began to attack Gao Xianzhi with all his power.


Abu Muslim's desire to kill Wang Chong was no less than Masil's, but before this, Abu Muslim had to kill Gao Xianzhi, the heart and soul of the Anxi Protectorate army.


Boom! Boom! Boom!


Shockwaves swept through the air as the two figures clashed like competing lightning bolts, leaving behind afterimages of their fight in the air.


On the other end, as he watched the four Behemoths approach him, Wang Chong swiftly began to take action.


Rumble! A majestic stream of Psychic Energy swept forth, simultaneously striking all four Behemoths. In this moment, Wang Chong and Masil clashed once more. Wang Chong's mind was given a minor jolt, but Masil's consciousness that was attached to the four Behemoths was instantly pulverized and swept away.


The four Behemoths stopped, confusion in their red eyes. At a loss, they stood around and took measure of their surroundings.


Just as expected!


Wang Chong saw his speculations being instantly confirmed.


This was the first time in Wang Chong's life that he was fighting with a powerful Psychic Energy expert. His first attack had been on pure instinct, but now, on this third exchange, Wang Chong was getting a better understanding of how to move around Psychic Energy. As he began to get his grips on this power, he realized that this battle might not yet be decided.


He sensed that he held something extremely crucial to altering the result of the Battle of Talas.


"Bastard! I can't fucking believe this!"


Deep underground, Masil was on the verge of exploding in rage. As the commander of the Behemoth Army, Masil had never failed to control the Behemoths before, but now, that Tang youth had stopped him three times in a row. Despite his prodigious stores of Psychic Energy, he couldn't exert any of it.


It felt like he was being directly countered.


"Impossible! I can't lose to a brat who hasn't even started to grow a beard!"


The murderous intent in Masil's heart intensified.


Boom! His formidable Psychic Energy condensed into a sharp tip that stabbed through the ground toward Wang Chong.


Shadow Pierce!


This was a powerful psychic technique that Masil had inherited in his capacity as priest of the Arabian Empire and commander of the Behemoth Army. It was a technique capable of easily destroying someone's soul, and Masil had used it to kill the generals of many countries. Even Imperial Great Generals would be severely wounded by this kind of attack.


In the mental domain, the unsightly Masil fully deserved the title of grandmaster.


Boom!


Masil's Shadow Pierce stabbed into Wang Chong's mind like a sharp sword, but suddenly, an enormous boom resounded through this mental world. Masil realized that his Shadow Pierce had apparently collided with the sturdiest mental barrier in the world. Upon impact, both of them vanished.


Most shocking of all to Masil was that he could sense a soul in that youth like none he had ever seen before. This soul was powerful, but there were many other strange things about it.


In Masil's view, it appeared like several souls layered over each other, but in a strangely harmonious and complete fashion.


He had never seen such a complicated soul before.


"Boy, just what are you?" Masil asked in shock.


Wang Chong was also a little surprised.


This Psychic Energy expert in hiding was far more formidable than he had imagined, apparently capable of understanding a little of Wang Chong's true nature, something that had never happened before. But Wang Chong quickly regained his composure. The Stone of Destiny was a secret that no one would be able to discover. As for Masil's Psychic Energy attack, Wang Chong was someone who could even endure the burden of death, much less some measly mental assault.


"Haha, don't speak about these meaningless things. I've already found your position. After controlling the Behemoths to kill so many of my men, do you think you can escape?" Wang Chong sneered back.


Masil should not have used this kind of mental attack with a form. Previously, Wang Chong only knew that Masil was underground, and had no means of determining the exact position. But when Masil attacked Wang Chong, he had also allowed Wang Chong to grasp his trail and trace the attack back to Masil's exact position.


"What!"


Deep beneath the ground, Masil was stunned by these words. But before he had time to ponder these words, he sensed an enormous bolt of Psychic Energy shooting toward him. His face turned ghastly white as he realized that this Psychic Energy was morphing in transit, transforming into a sharp point.


It bore the exact same appearance as Masil's Shadow Pierce!


Boom!


Wang Chong's Psychic Energy assault exploded into Masil's mind with the force of ten thousand jun. There was a silent explosion as both minds were given a fierce jolt. Above ground, Wang Chong clearly swayed.


Masil was faring little better down below, two streams of blood flowing down his nostrils.


In a clash of only mental energies, someone of Masil's abilities had no need to fear Wang Chong, but while Wang Chong was a Saint Martial Tier 8 expert, Masil had a far weaker body. This single mental clash had left his aura in turmoil and his body heavily wounded.


How could this be possible! Just how did he manage to learn my technique so quickly!


Masil's body trembled as his heart chilled. His injuries were secondary compared to the fact that Wang Chong had used his own technique against him, which was simply unacceptable.


Wang Chong had clearly not already known how to use the Shadow Pierce, or else his attack just now wouldn't have been implemented through such a primitive method. But a person who could almost immediately comprehend and put into practice the mental techniques of another possessed a talent that surpassed the bounds of Masil's imagination.


In Masil's understanding of the world, such a thing was simply impossible. Not even someone as talented as him was capable of such a feat.


"Kill! Kill! Kill! Boy, I'll definitely kill you!"


Masil's mind at this time was a little disordered. His pride and conceit had been dealt a heavy blow by Wang Chong's existence. Without the slightest hesitation, he began to condense his Psychic Energy into dozens of thorns that shot toward Wang Chong like cannonballs.


"Hmph, a good move!"


Above ground, Wang Chong stood on the large rock with a fearless expression. This Psychic Energy expert was truly powerful, but no Psychic Energy attack could compare to the immense pressure Wang Chong had already endured from the World Constraint.


Psychic Energy as vast as the sea burst from the center of Wang Chong's brow, surging through the earth toward Masil in an assault far more ferocious than Masil's.


This had been the first large-scale defeat Wang Chong had experienced in this life, and the pungent smell of blood and the numerous corpses covering the ground created a sharp pain in his heart. And there was no question that today's defeat was entirely because of the four Behemoths and that mysterious Psychic Energy expert hiding deep underground.


Abu Muslim and his two hundred thousand Arab cavalry didn't even come close to this level of strength!


Masil wanted to kill Wang Chong and delight in his death, but Wang Chong was just as anxious to do the same to him.
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Boomboomboom!


Deep underground, thirty zhang from the surface, two formidable Psychic Energies were ramming against each other like enraged dragons. These were Psychic Energies of completely different natures, one sinister while the other was staunch and unyielding. Although the earth was not being torn apart by any clashes of Stellar Energy, this fight was no less dangerous.


A battle of Psychic Energies of this level was enough to make even Imperial Great Generals pale.


As their minds clashed again and again, the Psychic Energies of both Wang Chong and Masil were battered and bruised. Wang Chong stood unmoving on the boulder, but his face had long ago turned the color of paper.


But Wang Chong was still a Saint Martial Tier 8 expert, so his injuries were a little less severe than Masil's. Blood was pouring out from Masil's nose, eyes, and ears, and even his hunched back was bleeding.


"Bastard!!


"I don't care how it is! I will kill you!"


Masil was flailing about, his body in a frenzied rage. Masil had a revered status, with all the nobles, governors, and generals showing him respect. In all the empire, no one except the Caliph could order him around. Indeed, he only followed Abu Muslim's orders because the Caliph had ordered him to do so.


If not for the Caliph, Masil would have already turned and left. Not even the Governor of the East could think about ordering him around!


But now, Masil felt utterly humiliated by the fact that some heathen from the east had beaten him into such a state!


Buzz!


His eyes spitting flame, Masil took control of the centipede monster and burrowed even deeper into the earth.


"Mm?"


Wang Chong's pupils constricted, his brows rising in surprise at Masil's actions. But he quickly understood what was going on. Psychic Energy did not have unlimited range. The farther one was, the weaker the attacks would be.


It was obvious that Masil had come off worse in their contest and now wanted to pull back and get out of range of Wang Chong's attacks.


But Wang Chong did not pursue. The underground had always been a forbidden zone for martial artists. Without special techniques, it was very difficult to travel through the earth and do anything substantive against this sort of strange opponent. This was obviously one of the things his opponent had thought about beforehand. The vast majority of Psychic Energy experts had weak bodies and would not go onto the front lines unless they had ways of guaranteeing their safety.


The urgent task at hand is to deal with these four Behemoths!


Wang Chong stood on the boulder, his hair and clothes blown here and there by the fierce winds. Though his heart was fraught with concern, he did not allow a single speck of it to show on his face. The army could not be in a more perilous state, with both Abu Muslim and Ziyad having entered the fray.


The threat of these two alone was oppressive enough, much less together with those four apocalyptic beasts.


With this thought, Wang Chong quickly turned his focus to the Behemoths.


"Hmph, I didn't want to use this art! Brat, you forced me to do this!"


Masil's voice suddenly came from the ground, ringing in Wang Chong's mind. At that moment, a surge of Psychic Energy more powerful and vast than any Wang Chong had seen before shot out of the ground. Its target was not Wang Chong, but… the giant ape. Bzzz! In a flash, the Psychic Energy had disappeared into the ape's body.


This is—


So abrupt was the event that Wang Chong's mind was still in a daze. He was under the impression that his opponent wanted to avoid battle, but it was evident that he was wrong.


And in a flash, the battle between Wang Chong and Masil became one of a completely different nature. Rooooar! Several dozen zhang behind Wang Chong, the enormous ape known as the Consecrated opened its bloody mouth, all the hairs on its body standing on end and quivering like flames. Its body exploded with energy, a might that could swallow up the heavens.


"Foul brat, you're doomed! I'll swallow you whole!"


Masil's voice emerged from the ground one last time before he fell silent. Deep underground, Masil vomited blood, his face shriveling and turning both older and uglier.


The Behemoth Fusion Art!


This was a psychic technique recorded on the papyrus containing the method to raise Behemoths. It needed to be used with the Behemoths, and it could only be used by an Arab priest endowed with prodigious Psychic Energy. Even with the Behemoths, that extremely well-developed ancient civilization still had to deal with some incredibly powerful foes.


The Behemoth Fusion Art was meant to crush such foes.


And not only was the chance of success in using this psychic art very low, failure would result in severe backlash, even death. Even success required paying a heavy price. The soul would be torn at, one's Psychic Energy would greatly weaken, and one's life would also be decreased. Thus, all the Arab priests were very cautious in their use of this technique.


However, Wang Chong had displayed far too powerful a Psychic Energy, and Masil would not suffer another Psychic Energy expert of this level sharing this world with him. If his position had not been so threatened, he would have never used the Behemoth Fusion Art.


"Fuck! After making me pay the enormous price of ten years, I'll definitely have your corpse torn to such fine shreds that nothing will be left of it. You will pay an even greater price!"


Masil's eyes exploded with a loathsome light. With this thought, his head slumped down, his Psychic Energy connecting him to the giant ape above ground.


Bang!


The sky dimmed as an enormous fist suddenly smashed toward Wang Chong. This was still the same giant ape, but its speed and power were on a completely different level. The ground shook, throwing debris several dozen zhang into the air. The giant ape's fist was even leaking out black wisps of energy.


Where the ape's fist struck, space itself seemed to have been twisted.


How could this be? When did it get so fast?


Wang Chong had barely managed to dodge this attack, and his mind reeled in shock. This giant ape had pursued him before, but never with such speed and strength. If Wang Chong had not reacted so quickly, his Psychic Energy keeping a watch on his surroundings and allowing him to dodge in advance, he would have received a direct blow.


Not only that, as Wang Chong turned back to look at that imposing beast, he could sense that this giant ape's body had become like a dark vortex, sucking up all the Origin Energy in the area.


Bolstered by the Origin Energy of the world, the giant ape was soaring in strength. Even its head seemed to be getting larger.


An expression of shock finally crept into Wang Chong's eyes.


He had never known that a Behemoth could grow stronger in this fashion. It was much like a martial artist.


"Die for me!"


Another mental ripple came from Masil, yet this time, it did not come from underground, but from the giant ape. Boom! Masil controlled the giant ape into sending yet another earth-shattering punch, agile and swift.


Masil was no longer Masil. He was the giant ape, and the giant ape was him!


And before him, Wang Chong was just a puny ant.


Rumble!


The Behemoth Fusion Art!


Upon successfully using this ancient art, Masil immediately unleashed a flurry of attacks at Wang Chong. The Behemoth's strength had more than doubled. The Behemoth Fusion Art did not only allow the user to directly control the Behemoth, but also allowed it to absorb the Origin Energy in a radius of several hundred li to strengthen the Behemoth.


The longer the time, the more powerful the Behemoth would become, until its strength reached unimaginable levels.


"Lord Marquis, hurry and go!"


Chen Burang, Sun Zhiming, and even Li Siye and his men, still fighting with the Skyquaking Giants, shouted out in alarm when they saw the Behemoth transform.


In their understanding of the world, the strongest martial artists were the Imperial Great Generals, who stood at the peak of both political and martial authority. But even the radiance of Imperial Great Generals dimmed before this Behemoth, appearing insignificant. And Wang Chong wasn't even a Great General, only at Saint Martial Tier 8.


Roooar!


The giant ape's bellows made everyone tremble in fear, and its attacks shattered and devastated the surrounding area. Amidst these attacks, Wang Chong was dodging left and right, barely escaping with his life each time, at every moment liable to be pulverized.


"No, Lord Marquis will die if this continues! He's simply in no state to deal with the Behemoth!" Sun Zhiming worriedly said.


Wang Chong was the person he respected the most, the one he devotedly attempted to imitate. If not for Wang Chong, he would still be Deng Mingxin and the Deng Clan's servant, suffering their bullying and insults. A true man should be like the marquis, protecting the common people and rendering great merit, defending the empire and resisting foreign enemies. This sort of aspiration and daring was what Sun Zhiming admired and longed for.


"No matter what, Lord Marquis cannot die here!"


Sun Zhiming rode off with his mind full of worries, charging in Wang Chong's direction.


"It's useless. Lord Marquis won't leave!"


At this moment, Chen Burang's youthful and powerful arm pulled Sun Zhiming back, his face solemn and grave.
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"Zhiming, you know Lord Marquis's style! If he wanted to escape, nothing would be able to stop him, not even the Arabs and that giant ape. It's not that he can't escape, but he won't escape! …Haven't you realized it yet? Lord Marquis is using this method to draw the attention of the four Behemoths and reduce the army's casualties!"


Buzz!


Chen Burang's words made Sun Zhiming tremble and come to a stop.


"Zhiming, this is Lord Marquis's choice! If it were just for his safety, he would never have used up all his wealth and ventured to the southwest when everyone else believed it to be lost, and he would have never appeared here. He didn't retreat in the southwest, and he certainly won't retreat today… This is Lord Marquis's decision. You know that no one can change it!" Chen Burang sternly said.


He was no less willing to save the marquis. There were very few people in the world who were as devoted to their country as the marquis, and Chen Burang also knew that given the state of the army, there was no other choice. The marquis had decided to stand and fight, and no one would be able to change his mind.


Sun Zhiming's face turned deathly pale, and his fists were tightly clenched, but in the end, he proceeded no farther. After some time, he turned and began to head back.


……


On the other end, Wang Chong had not noticed any of this. His mind was completely focused on the giant ape, which was only getting stronger as time passed.


Booom! In the area around the giant ape, boulders were being blown into smithereens, transforming into lethal projectiles. As Wang Chong weaved through the air, barely dodging the giant ape's attacks, his Stellar Energy blocked all this lethal debris.


There must be a way!


Wang Chong leaped away from another of the giant ape's hammering blows. As he looked up at the enormous beast, its image reflected in his pitch-black eyes, countless martial arts and mantras flitted through his mind.


Boom!


As he was thinking, a powerful ripple of Psychic Energy emerged from his brow, striking the giant ape's body like a hammer.


"Hahaha, it's useless. Did you think that it would still have the same effect? I no longer have a weakness now. Your mind is not stronger than mine, and now, my body is even stronger than yours! HAHAHAHA!"


Masil's laughter made no attempt to hide his contempt.


Although the Behemoth Fusion Art required paying an extremely heavy price, it was a price that was worth it. He had feared this infidel's strength before, but now, the infidel was just an ant in his eyes. Masil could play around with him like he was a toy. With a thought, Masil controlled the giant ape's body into sending another thunderous punch at Wang Chong.


The battle was already won. This Psychic Energy expert of the Great Tang was now a fish on the chopping board, waiting to be cut open.


Boom!


Wang Chong showed no emotion in his eyes, and as Masil spoke, another thorn of Psychic Energy stabbed into the giant ape's body.


It can't be wrong! The weakness of these Behemoths is Psychic Energy! Although their bodies are large and their strength is inconceivable, Psychic Energy can't be nurtured. Their greatest weakness is definitely Psychic Energy! Wang Chong said to himself. His body somersaulted in the air before landing, but his foot had barely touched the ground and he was off again, barely dodging the giant ape's other attack.


Bzzz! Wang Chong immediately shot another bolt of Psychic Energy, but this time, his target was not the giant ape. Instead, he attacked the red lizard Behemoth, the Burning One, several dozen zhang away. Boom! Although nothing had seemed to happen, Wang Chong could see that the Burning One, which had been madly spewing flame, had frozen in place.


But after a few moments, another river of flame burst out of the lizard's open mouth, melting a giant hole through the ground.


It was effective! Psychic Energy attacks really can counter the Behemoths. But how can I injure them, or even control them…


Wang Chong's brow deeply creased.


He could feel that this was the right method, but for some reason, the effects were very limited. It was like he had found the right path, but he couldn't get the half-open door to open any wider. As he was pondering on what to do, he once more heard that familiar crazed laughter.


"HAHAHAHA! I overestimated you! You were no Psychic Energy practitioner at all. Although you possess a formidable Psychic Energy, you have no idea how to use it to attack!"


Masil felt like he had discovered a new continent. He had originally been very fearful of Wang Chong, this fear spurring on his killing intent. But when Wang Chong attacked the Behemoth, Masil realized that he had been mistaken. This fellow was far from as powerful as he had imagined. It was apparent that he was just an amateur in the mental domain, a complete greenhorn.


"Oh? Do you really think so?"


Wang Chong's body paused, and then he raised his head and gave the giant ape a smile of ridicule. He suddenly understood what he needed to do. Although he was not a pure Psychic Energy expert, he knew many psychic techniques.


One of these was called 'Beast Taming Art', a technique that used Psychic Energy to control other animals. The only problem was that he only knew that this sort of technique existed, but not how to use it. In that apocalyptic world, the only animals Wang Chong encountered were tigers and wolves.


The Beast Taming Art had probably only ever been used to control animals of that size. Wang Chong had no idea if it would be of any use against creatures like the Behemoths.


I'll know if it's useful once I try it out. At the very least, it is a Psychic Energy technique!


Wang Chong's eyes shone with determination.


Wang Chong soared into the air like a hawk, heading straight for the top of the giant ape's head. In an exquisite fashion, he landed on the ape's arm and began to smoothly ascend.


"What?!"


Masil was stunned. He had never expected Wang Chong to still dare attack him even though he knew that he was much weaker.


"Damn it!"


The giant ape immediately sent an arm snatching at Wang Chong.


Wang Chong's gaze suddenly chilled, and a Psychic Energy different from any before emerged from his forehead.


"Beast Taming Art!"


This was a Psychic Energy as dazzling as the stars, yet also one suffused with the wild nature of a wolf or bear. It instantly burrowed through the giant ape's brow and connected with its soul. Bzzz! The ape's entire body began to quiver.


"No! Impossible!"


Masil's voice sounded it like it had encountered the most terrifying thing in the world. He had never imagined that this Tang youth had a technique similar to the Behemoth Fusion Art, allowing him to enter deep into the Behemoth's mind and control its soul.


"How could this sort of thing happen!"


Masil was so shocked that his entire body was shaking, but after his initial shock, he almost instinctively had a giant ape arm smash toward Wang Chong. In his rage, this attack was several times faster than normal. Just when it seemed like the enormous fist was about to impact with Wang Chong's body, certain to fatally wound even a Saint Martial Tier 8 expert like Wang Chong, the unexpected occurred…


There was another boom as the giant ape's other hand seized the descending fist and stopped the terrifying blow.


Shock!


Everyone who saw this sight was left dumbfounded.


For a moment, the entire battlefield was eerily quiet. Even Abu Muslim and Ziyad had noticed this illogical sight.


"This, this… what's going on?"


"The giant ape is fighting with itself?!"


Everyone on the ground was still trying to digest what had just happened.


Impossible!


Underground, Masil gasped in shock, his eyes flying open.


The Behemoth Fusion Art was a secret technique passed down from an ancient and powerful civilization. Though it was somewhat damaged from the passage of time, there was no doubting its power. But while he was still controlling the Consecrated, that Tang had managed to successfully take control of one arm. This was absolutely unbelievable.


At the very least, Masil had never encountered anything like it.


"How could there be something like this? No technique should be the equal of the Behemoth Fusion Art!"


Masil clenched his teeth, his eyes nearly bursting out of their sockets.


"Hahaha, I warned you to not get so happy!"


A voice suddenly spoke in Masil's mind. Wang Chong stood on the broad left shoulder of the ape. The fur on this part of the ape was so thick that it reached his knees. He could sense the bulging and tense muscles beneath, brimming with explosive strength.


Wang Chong looked up at the enormous ape's savage head, a strange light glimmering in his eyes. The Beast Taming Art had been easier to use than expected.


The Behemoths are still essentially animals, and as long as they're animals, the Beast Taming Art can be used on them!Wang Chong excitedly thought to himself.


He had originally believed that the Beast Taming Art would be unusable or encounter some sort of obstacle, but he quickly discovered that the Behemoth's body contained the genes of all sorts of animals. Whether it was taming wolves, tigers, elephants, or lions… the Beast Taming Art resonated with all parts of the Behemoth's body.


The essence of this Behemoth was far weaker than the strength it displayed!
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"Who cares if you can control just one arm of the Consecrated! My abilities are far greater than yours! In a fight with me, you will still die!" Masil savagely retorted.


Bang! The ape's right arm shook, throwing off the left arm and punching once more at the ant-like Wang Chong on the left shoulder. Thud! A pitch-black elbow put itself in the way, blocking the ape's mighty punch.


"Hisss!!"


Masil grimaced. They were both controlling an arm of the ape, but Wang Chong was much more flexible and skillful in the control of his ape arm. At the very least, Masil did not possess this level of freedom.


After all, Masil was an expert only of Psychic Energy, lacking in fighting techniques compared to Wang Chong.


"Haha, it's impolite to not reciprocate. It's my turn now."


Wang Chong sneered. It had never been his style to wait for death, and he quickly launched his own attack.


Boom!


Wang Chong did not choose to attack the ape, instead sending another bolt of Psychic Energy through the ape's forehead, which traveled along various channels to collide with Masil's consciousness.


"Aaaah!" Unlike the other attacks, this one seemed to give Masil a sharp stab that made his soul shudder and scream.



"Haha, Masil!"


Wang Chong suddenly blurted out Masil's name. As he used Psychic Energy more and more, he began to understand more of the secrets hidden within it. In their successive clashes, Wang Chong had discovered a great deal of information, even the name of this Arab Psychic Energy expert: Masil.


"I've already exposed your secret. In front of me, you won't get another chance!"


Wang Chong was not a pure Psychic Energy expert, nor did he have any experience fighting with Psychic Energy, but in his battle with Masil, he had rapidly begun to understand and grow accustomed to using it.


More importantly, although Wang Chong didn't know the Behemoth Fusion Art or have as much experience as Masil, these techniques all had the same fundamental root. While using the Beast Taming Art, Wang Chong had understood a core principle of Psychic Energy.


The crux of Psychic Energy lay at the center of the forehead, in the brain. There were several unique channels in the human brain related to Psychic Energy. Circulating one's Psychic Energy through these channels was equivalent to hiding in a fortress and allowed one to greatly weaken any Psychic Energy attacks from the outside.


Thus, if he wanted to heavily injure Masil and remove the technique he had placed on the giant ape, he had to drive out Masil's Psychic Energy, piece by piece, from these areas.


Bang!


Understanding this secret, Wang Chong sent another bolt of Psychic Energy into a channel, colliding with thunderous force against Masil's Psychic Energy. With no obstacles in its way, Wang Chong's Psychic Energy thorn had a completely different effect. Masil howled, his entire body writhing in pain. Even the giant ape was affected, its long and dense fur fiercely trembling.


"Damn!"


Masil was both shocked and infuriated. He had never imagined that Wang Chong would be able to quickly understand this principle of Psychic Energy. If Wang Chong had just been a greenhorn before, he was now a proficient student, nearing the level of a master.


"I won't let you go! No one is allowed to act so brashly before me!"


His heart burning with loathing, Masil scanned the earth and suddenly noticed the retreating Tang soldiers. An idea occurred to him, and a sinister smile appeared on his face.


"Brat, do you really think I can't do anything to you? Do you think I don't know that what you care about the most is those puny soldiers? That you've only fought with me for so long to buy them time? Since this is the case, let me show you what happens to those who oppose me! I will kill them all!"


Masil's face contorted into a fierce visage.


Stomp! The giant ape raised its legs and began to charge at the Tang soldiers.


"Not good!"


Wang Chong paled. Just as Masil had guessed, he had been fighting with Masil to cover the Tang retreat. Masil attacking the regular soldiers was exactly what he feared, striking right at his weakness.


"Hahaha! You've finally been found out! You were trying to protect these soldiers! Let me have you taste a little despair!"


Masil smugly laughed as he controlled the giant ape into striding toward the thousands of retreating Tang soldiers. At the same moment, the three other Behemoths roared, raising their heads as they received the command.


Rumble! In the blink of an eye, all four Behemoths began to move, giving up on their targets and charging toward the Tang army.


"Didn't you want to save them? Let me see how you do it! I'm going to kill them all right now!"


Masil chortled. In his battle with Wang Chong, he had been almost entirely forced into a passive position, but now, he had finally found Wang Chong's weakness. Although he had no means of attacking Wang Chong, through his Psychic Energy, Masil could clearly make out Wang Chong's pale complexion, proving that his conjectures were correct.


He would now make the Tang youth pay a price for his arrogance!


A group of nearly six hundred Tang soldiers was in full retreat. Their armor was shattered and covered in blood, and they appeared exhausted to the very limit.


"Oh no, it's the giant ape!"


"It's coming at us!"


"Everyone, run!"


The soldiers scattered in panic when they saw the giant approaching.


"Heh, can you really escape? I'll kill you lot first, and then the others!"


Masil looked down, his scarlet eyes gleaming with a savage joy. He didn't use his steely fist, instead simply stomping down with his massive furry foot. With the giant ape's strength, a single stomp was enough to so finely crush these Tang soldiers that not even a corpse would remain.


"Come! Let me see how you'll stop me!"


Masil's expression was scornful and brimming with cruelty. He didn't care about these ordinary soldiers, but if he could hurt Wang Chong, he didn't mind personally killing them.


"Bastard!"


Wang Chong's eyes went red. Just as those nearly six hundred soldiers were about to be crushed to death, Wang Chong sent out a violet Sword Qi that vanished into the back of the giant ape's knee.


The giant ape's leg went momentarily numb, causing it to freeze in the air for two or three seconds.


"Damn it!"


Masil ground his teeth, immediately understanding that Wang Chong's attack had struck an acupuncture point of the giant ape that had numbed its leg.


"I'd like to see just how long you can struggle for their sake. You're just gasping at death's door!"


Boom! The Consecrated's enormous foot stomped down, sending rocks and stone flying and creating a giant hole in the ground. But Wang Chong's attack had bought the soldiers enough time for them to escape. Though frightened out of their wits, they were still alive.


"You can save them for a moment, but you can't save them forever!"


Masil sneered as he ordered the Consecrated to stomp its left foot down in pursuit. But to Masil's astonishment, the right foot that should have followed seem to gain a life of its own and stepped backward.


When the Consecrated's left foot stepped forward, it had placed its weight on the right foot, so the right foot's sudden disobedience caused the Behemoth to lose balance and fall backward.


"You! You! You… bastard!"


Masil was furious. He didn't dare believe that Wang Chong had managed to gain control over the Consecrated's right leg in such a short amount time, even causing it to intentionally lose its balance.


"I'll kill you!!"


Masil once more attempted to swat at Wang Chong on his left shoulder, but Wang Chong easily blocked it.


"Masil, you're too arrogant! As I said, I know all your secrets. You can't win against me anymore!"


Wang Chong's voice rang out in Masil's mind, and as he stood on the left shoulder of the ape, his eyes glowed with disdain. The comprehension ability of the supreme War Saint of the Central Plains far surpassed Masil's imagination. Even though he was no expert in the field of Psychic Energy, Masil served as the finest teacher.


Wang Chong had not only grasped the essence of Psychic Energy and understood Masil's secrets. More importantly, by understanding the secrets of Psychic Energy, he had obtained the key to dominate the battlefield.


Bang!


A peal of thunder exploded in the mental world as Wang Chong's scattered Psychic Energy suddenly transformed into thousands of writhing dragons which began to throw themselves at Masil. Wang Chong's attacks were now hundreds or thousands of times more vicious than they were at first.


Boom! Bang! Boom! These dragons of Psychic Energy exploded in Masil's mind, biting, tearing, clawing, and lunging at his Psychic Energy and causing it to rapidly weaken. Wang Chong was no longer that green rookie. He wielded his Psychic Energy like he was one of the most powerful masters.


In Masil's life, this was the first time he had encountered such fierce and horrifying attacks.


As the furious and shocked Masil was battered down by Wang Chong's attack, his consciousness suddenly transformed into an endless ocean of black.
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"Boy! You think too highly of yourself! The world of Psychic Energy is not as easy as you imagine it to be!"


Masil howled, and the gigantic black hand of a demon god suddenly emerged from the sea of darkness, wielding a trident that seethed with black flames. It soared out of the dark waters, thrusting at Wang Chong's dragons of Psychic Energy.


Thump! A black dragon was pierced through its lower jaw by the trident and exploded into a cloud of smoke. The black demon god made another sweep, and in a series of explosions, another eight dragons were pulverized. The black demon god was clearly much stronger than the dragons.


However, even though the demon god was powerful, it could not stand against the attacks of thousands upon thousands of dragons. In the blink of an eye, the demon god vanished, its painful howl echoing in the air.


"It's useless. In the psychic world, I have an endless supply of demon gods. You are no match for me!"


Masil's sinister voice echoed through the world. Whoosh! One, two, three… thousands upon thousands of demon gods emerged from the black ocean and began to battle with the dragons. This was a gruesome massacre, with dragon after dragon falling to the assaults of the demon gods.


But before Masil could get too happy, the dragons in the sky suddenly morphed. The forehead of a dragon began to bulge, quickly transforming into a pair of coiled horns. Their bodies also began to rapidly swell, growing two times, three times, all the way to ten times larger. Each of them was now an enormous black dragon.


"What?!"


Masil's eyes widened in shock and disbelief at this transformation.


"Masil, if you're done with your moves, it's my turn now!"


Wang Chong's voice rumbled over the black ocean. Fwoosh! A gout of black flames erupted from the mouth of one of the enormous dragons, piercing straight through the chest of one of the demon gods. The black demon god looked down in stupefaction at the hole in its chest before exploding into smoke.


Fwoosh! One searing flame after another descended upon the thousands of demon gods, and the tide of battle was instantly reversed.


"Damn it!" Masil's mind was reeling from shock. "I won't lose to you, never!"


"Masil, what skills do you still have left?"


Wang Chong's voice came down from the sky, instantly provoking Masil's rage.


"Reckless fool! You've only touched the surface of Psychic Energy, and you think you can fight me? Today, I will let you know the terror of the abyss."


Masil clenched his teeth. As a revered priest and commander of the Behemoth Army, he would never allow himself to lose to some young rookie.


Rumble! With a thought from Masil, the vast black ocean transformed. All the water vanished, to be replaced by an enormous mouth.


This mouth was so large that all of Wang Chong's giant dragons were like grains of dust. Boom! The mouth swallowed up all the black dragons with a single bite.


"Did you think you had seen through all my secrets? Ridiculous! This is the true ultimate secret of Psychic Energy! Upon entering my Abyssal World, you should never think about leaving again! You will be my eternal slave!"


Masil's voice was high and triumphant, bursting with endless pride.


The domain of Psychic Energy was a strange and bizarre domain, home to countless techniques. But amongst all these techniques, the strongest technique was undoubtedly the 'Psychic World'.


As one of the strongest Psychic Energy experts, Masil had formed his Psychic World ten years ago. During the Arabian Empire's conquest of its surrounding countries, Masil had used this technique to make countless Psychic Energy practitioners and martial artists yield, imprisoning their souls and making them his eternal slaves.


The Abyssal World!


This was Masil's unique skill. Even the Governors and Great Generals of the Arabian Empire that could use Psychic Energy knew the origin of this name.


The Abyssal World could only be used once a month, and Masil's injuries from his battle with Wang Chong made it even more difficult for him to utilize this technique, but his extreme loathing spurred him on. He wanted to use the Abyssal World to forever trap Wang Chong's soul in his own mental world.


Bzzz! The sky suddenly dimmed as all the black dragons formed from Wang Chong's Psychic Energy were trapped inside Masil's Psychic World.


This ability…


Wang Chong narrowed his eyes. This Psychic Energy ability of Masil's was very special, and very strange. But Wang Chong could still sense a tiny hole in this Psychic World. This world did not seem as firm and tight as it appeared.


"Haha, let me see what you can do now! Anyone in my Psychic World will slowly lose all their memories, and in ten days, you will be my slave, taking only my orders and following only my lead."


The bottom of the abyss roiled as black energy surged in from all sides, condensing into the body of Masil. His face had a satisfied smile, brimming with the joy of victory.


A good method to avenge oneself on one's enemy was killing them, but an even better one was making them an eternal slave, dominating their will. It was only in this stage of his battle with Wang Chong that he finally felt that he had victory in hand.


"Is that so?"


A voice drifted through the air, and in a flash, the thousands of black dragons began to fuse. Wang Chong created his own psychic avatar and slowly descended from the sky, the armor on his body transforming from black to gold, exuding a revered and holy aura.


Boom!


As Wang Chong spoke, a massive golden arm swatted down at the abyss below. The abyss immediately began to toss and turn with massive waves, the entire world beginning to shake and rumble.


Although Wang Chong was not a Psychic Energy practitioner and did not know many Psychic Energy techniques at the start, from the moment of his rebirth, he had one of the strongest Psychic Energies in the world. Moreover, his obsession made it so that his Psychic Energy was perhaps more tenacious and more powerful than any other expert in this entire world.


To a person that had died once, no Psychic Energy technique could make them submit.


Wang Chong's incredible insight from his time as the War Saint together with his supreme Psychic Energy made it extremely easy for him to learn Psychic Energy techniques. This enormous golden arm was a technique he had comprehended when he was gathering up and melding together his Psychic Energy to form this avatar.


This attack was far stronger than the psychic thorns he had previously used.


"It's useless!"


Though initially stunned, Masil quickly sneered.


"This is my world. It doesn't matter how great your abilities are. You cannot harm me here. My word here is law."


Wang Chong snorted and ignored Masil. He quickly began to condense his Psychic Energy into an even larger golden hand. This time, he swatted at Masil's avatar. Boom! Masil's avatar was pulverized, and the entire Abyssal World trembled.


But a moment later, Wang Chong grimaced and drew back his golden hand from the abyss. He could see that an inky liquid had stained the golden hand, creeping through the five golden fingers as if it had a life of its own to infect the entire hand.


Not only that, the thick inky liquid apparently possessed strong corrosive properties. As Wang Chong was withdrawing the golden hand, the fingers were already dropping off, piece by piece.


"What is this?"


Wang Chong's face paled.


"Now do you understand what true power is?"


Masil's cold laughter came from all around, his satisfaction fully bared. Several dozen zhang from Wang Chong, the black fog once more gathered, and 'Masil' once more appeared.


"The more you resist, the greater your injuries will be. You're just hurting yourself. In my view… you should just obediently give up and yield to me!"


A strange light flickered through Masil's eyes, and then the abyss vanished. At some point, a thick and corporeal darkness had begun to flood in, the same kind of darkness that had infected Wang Chong's golden arm.


Besides that, an enormous pressure came with the darkness, squeezing and pushing at Wang Chong with ever-increasing force.


"Just sit back and obediently accept your fate!"


'Masil' had already vanished, but his proud voice continued to seep in through the darkness. The darkness began to surge in at an even faster rate.


"Not good!"


Wang Chong grimaced, but there was nowhere to run in the Abyssal World. In the blink of an eye, the darkness had engulfed him, and as black smoke seethed on his body, his Psychic Energy began to rapidly diminish.


Masil had used the Abyssal World to completely subsume Wang Chong.


"Success!"


Deep underground, several hundred zhang from the surface, Masil's coiled-up body atop the centipede monster finally opened its eyes. It was only now that he could truly relax. This was truly the most difficult battle he had fought in his entire life.
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Masil held a high status in the Arabian Empire and also had the assistance of the Behemoth Army, so he had never before been forced into such a miserable state. His physical strength was at its limits, and even the Psychic Energy that he had always been proud of had been greatly reduced.


But now, he could put the final period on this chapter.


Any person would find it hard to resist the power of the Abyssal World. This was a top-class power that even the best priests of Arabia would find difficult to escape from, let alone anyone else. This Tang infidel might have been powerful, but he was still bound to be subsumed by his world and become his eternal puppet.


But then, he suddenly sensed an intense ripple from his consciousness.


Boom!


In Masil's mental world, a blazing ball of fire like the golden sun exploded. This golden sun exuded endless heat, casting aside all of his corrosive darkness.


Hissss!


The corrosive energy of Masil's Psychic World melted away like snow having boiling water poured over it.


"This is impossible!"


Masil's expression was like he had been struck by a lightning bolt, the blood completely drained from his face. The enormous shock made his body tremble so badly that he almost fell from his centipede.


"Impossible! How could anyone resist the strength of my Abyssal World! This can't be!!"


A Psychic World was the strongest technique any Psychic Energy expert could possess. Even the Great General with the hardiest resolve would find it impossible to leave if they carelessly fell into Masil's Psychic World. If it weren't for the fact that Masil's body was too feeble and he was worried that it would be hurt in a confrontation with Imperial Great Generals, he would have long ago used such methods against them.


In the Psychic World, everything was different.


"No, no! This must be a coincidence… No matter what, I will kill you!"


Masil's eyes closed, as he poured all his Psychic Energy into the mind of the Consecrated. The more Psychic Energy one poured into a Psychic World, the more powerful it would be, but the greater the risks would be.


Failure might mean crippling injury, even death.


Thus, even though the Psychic World was a supreme technique, almost all Psychic Energy experts chose to use it very cautiously, and when they did use it, they would not use all their Psychic Energy.


Psychic Energy was one's soul. If it were all consumed, the soul would die.


But Masil had gone mad in his effort to deal with Wang Chong, and no longer cared.


Buzz!


Masil's mind returned to the Abyssal World. In its depths, Wang Chong's aura was no more, replaced by a blazing golden sun bursting with endless destructive energy.


This world of darkness was now home to the brightest sun!


Masil had never seen such a thing in his life!


"This can't be! No one understands the secret of the sun! Just how did you do it!"


Although he knew that Wang Chong wouldn't answer, Masil still couldn't help but blurt out this question. Psychic Energy experts could transform into almost everything they wanted, all except the sun. To them, this was unthinkable!


In the history of Psychic Energy arts that Masil knew of, many supreme experts had been able to transform their mind into the moon, but nobody had ever succeeded in taking the form of the sun. At best, they could take the form of a ball of light. This was because no one knew the true appearance of the sun. Some people once imagined the sun to be a large ball of fire, but all they had managed to create was a ball of fire, not the sun.


Yet this sun was bright and true, exuding a heat that was far purer and higher-level than Masil's Abyssal World. This was the dream of all Psychic Energy practitioners since ancient times. Even Masil had lost his composure before this power.


The endless heat exuded by this 'sun' was setting the Abyssal World aflame. No Psychic Energy practitioner could this, only the true and authentic sun!


"The secret of the sun?"


Wang Chong's chuckling voice came from the heart of the blazing sun.


"What secrets does the sun have? Isn't it just the corona, the atmosphere, sunspots, solar flares, and the core?"


As a person who had crossed over from another world, Wang Chong regarded the sun as a very ordinary thing, and he found Masil's reaction to be much ado about nothing.


"Corona, atmosphere, sunspots, solar flares, the core…"


Masil's face was the picture of confusion. He recognized the words Wang Chong had spoken, but put together, they made no sense.


He had never seen these words in any scripture or heard them from any Psychic Energy expert.


He instinctively sensed that this was a core secret that every Psychic Energy expert desired, but he had no means of understanding it.


"I'll see for myself what this corona and solar flare are. Once I absorb you and make you my puppet, all your secrets will be mine to use!"


Masil's eyes shone with a vicious light. If this were a true Psychic Energy practitioner who could transform their mind into a pure sun, Masil would have immediately turned tail and fled. However, this Tang had clearly only imitated this power by accident. His level, experience, and other aspects were clearly still not at that dreadful level. This was an exceedingly rare chance that Masil had to seize!


Rumble! The world began to shake as the abyss came to life. A pure and corrosive darkness began to pour in, wave after wave layering upon each other.


The Abyssal Apocalypse!


This was the strongest offensive ability Masil's Abyssal World possessed. It gathered up all the power of the Abyssal World to create a psychic attack ten thousand times stronger than normal. This was Masil's move of last resort, one he used only against the strongest of foes.


Although it was powerful, the Abyssal Apocalypse was only effective against people trapped in his Psychic World.


The sun created by Wang Chong had a stifling pressure on Masil. The Abyssal Apocalypse was the only move he had left.


Bang!


The Abyssal World instantly collapsed, contracting with astonishing speed. The pressure within the world increased, multiplying the burden on Wang Chong's body by one thousand times, ten thousand times. This was a power strong enough to break Wang Chong's soul.


The moment Masil's Psychic World collapsed, Wang Chong's sun also began to transform. The blazing sun first began to retract inward, and then it began to rapidly swell. In a flash, it was a hundred times larger, and then a thousand times larger, spreading its bright and righteous energy throughout the world.


Hissing loudly, Masil's strengthened corrosive darkness burned away at astonishing speed.


If one looked carefully, one could see that the sun manifested by Wang Chong's Psychic Energy was growing more and more detailed. The corona of this sun was rising and falling, with waves of heat splashing across its surface. Farther down below, countless streams of turbulence could be seen surging through the atmosphere with a complexity many times greater than before. Moreover, the stable sunspots and solar flares along the sun's surface suddenly began to appear and disappear with much greater frequency.


In short, if Wang Chong's sun was initially only ten percent similar to the real sun, through application of his Psychic Energy, Wang Chong had pushed it to nearly forty percent. As a result, the heat exuded by the sun grew greater and greater, sweeping through the Abyssal World with unstoppable pressure.


"This can't be real!"


Masil stared as all this happened, his teeth grinding against each other in frustration. Wang Chong was maturing far too quickly, and was displaying a strength that no Psychic Energy practitioner had ever displayed before. But the greater the abilities Wang Chong displayed, the more they inflamed Masil's killing intent.


The Abyssal Apocalypse could not be stopped. Once it was used, it had to be carried out to the very end, or else the user would suffer a severe backlash.


Boom! The Abyssal World began to collapse at an even faster rate, producing even more pressure. It was like a giant invisible hand squeezing the blazing sun in the center.


Boom! As the Abyssal World retracted upon itself, Wang Chong's blazing sun grew even larger and even more detailed.


"Masil! It's useless. Your strength has no effect against me," Wang Chong calmly proclaimed from the center of the blazing sun. Wang Chong had no idea that Masil had used his strongest technique, but as he fought against Masil, he gained more and more experience.


If Wang Chong had to accumulate this experience alone, he would have needed ten years, perhaps even longer. But with Masil's 'training', Wang Chong had skipped several steps, rapidly reaching an extremely high level of attainment. Moreover, in some aspects, the fusion of Masil's experience with his own insight allowed him to even surpass Masil.


"All Psychic Energy is just illusion. No matter how many moves you have or how great your abilities, it's all just a minor itch to me! You no longer have any chance of winning!"
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Buzz!


Deep underground, Masil's pupils constricted as if Wang Chong's voice had sharply jabbed him. 'All Psychic Energy is just illusion.' Wang Chong had lightly described one of the core principles of Psychic Energy, the consensus shared between all elite Psychic Energy experts.


However, saying it was one thing, but truly understanding it and putting it into practice was a feat that only very few succeeded at. Moreover, most people had a shallow understanding of this principle, taking it to mean 'Psychic Energy is fake'. But if this really was the case, how had he managed to subsume so many people and make them his puppets?


And if Psychic Energy was fake, why was it that when Psychic Energy was extinguished, martial artists would die with it?


The domain of Psychic Energy was not as simple as everyone imagined!


'All Psychic Energy is just illusion' was a principle that would never be overturned. However, those who could truly carry it out were one in a million, the true masters of Psychic Energy who could proudly look down upon the entire world. Only they understood the essence of this saying.


Masil had heard this saying twenty years ago, when he was still just a minor priest. But not even someone of as great talent and comprehension as him, someone capable of creating the Abyssal World, was able to reach this level.


Masil would never believe that someone could comprehend this supreme level faster than he could.


"This isn't real, it can't be… I don't believe it!" Masil's eyes were red as he hollered.


Rumble! The world shook with the sounds of collapse. As the end of the Abyssal World neared, the pressure at its core increased.


The sun formed from Psychic Energy finally began to be affected by this pressure. As the space in which the sun could expand shrank, the surrounding space began to twist. Even the surface of the sun began to ripple, shocks running through it.


"Good!"


Masil was overjoyed by this sight. He had finally regained the initiative in this battle. As long as his Abyssal Apocalypse could have some effect on Wang Chong's blazing sun, it meant he still had a chance to defeat this Tang youth.


But just when Masil was about to excitedly put more power into the Abyssal Apocalypse, a golden spear, hallowed and resplendent, descended from the sky and pierced through the collapsing Abyssal World. Kacrack! Countless cracks began to creep through the abyss, allowing energy to pour in.


"No!"


Masil gave a howl of despair. The spear had pierced through his Psychic World and taken away his last sliver of hope.


The Psychic World was far more powerful than other psychic attacks, but in order for this supreme technique to be effective, one first had to be within the 'world' of the user. Now, however, the abyss had been shattered and could no longer reform.


"All of this is nothing but illusion. Masil, you've lost!"


Wang Chong's calm voice rang out, and then the Abyssal World collapsed, whisking Wang Chong and Masil back to the real world.


Buzz!


On the left arm of the giant ape, Wang Chong's body had half-sunk into the ape's thick fur. His eyes were calm and clear, as if they could see all secrets of the world. In terms of will, Wang Chong was far stronger than Masil.


"Now is the time to bring this battle to an end!"


Wang Chong's eyes glimmered with cold light. The part of his mind that had been battling with Masil merged back with his body, whereupon he swiftly launched a torrential assault against the giant ape's mind. His attacks this time were of a completely different nature, swiftly and meticulously driving Masil's mind from all the channels in the giant ape's brain.


Masil was thrown back again and again, constantly forced to give ground.


"Impossible! I can't lose!"


Masil bellowed as he poured all his strength into defense, but he could not stop Wang Chong's Psychic Energy, which was like a flood of magma that melted everything in its path. In the blink of an eye, Masil's control over the giant ape had dropped from ninety percent to seventy percent, and then fifty percent, thirty percent… Despite Masil's fierce struggles, he could not escape the fate of being driven out. With one last bang, Masil's Psychic Energy was finally thrown out from the giant ape.


But Masil's Psychic Energy did not return to his body, instead floating in the air before suddenly surging toward the Burning One several dozen zhang away. Whoosh! The Burning One turned its head, opened its mouth, and fired a blistering tongue of flame at the giant ape.


"Who cares if you can take the form of a sun! I'll never lose to you! In this battle, we will fight to the death!" Masil crazily called out as he made the Burning One breathe yet another gout of scorching flame.


Roooar!


The giant ape roared as its flesh was scorched and charred in two places by the flames of the Burning One. Although its flesh smoked, the giant ape's injuries were far less serious than they seemed. As the strongest of the four Behemoths, the Consecrated possessed an unbelievable defense. Not even the Burning One could hope to injure it relying purely on its flames.


"A mantis trying to stop a carriage! Masil, you've already lost! Cease your pointless struggle!"


The giant ape's scarlet eyes flashed cold, and then it spread apart its arms, bent its knees, and leaped at the Burning One like a tiger lunging at its prey.


Boom! The ape moved its head, barely dodging a gout of flame, and then its arm smashed with prodigious force at the Burning One's neck. With a howl, the Burning One's enormous body was flung over sideways in a spray of debris.


"Ah!"


Countless people yelled and screamed as they tried to flee. The Arab cavalry were particularly panicked, their eyes bursting with fear and shock. They had taken the first attack by the Burning One on the giant ape as a coincidence, but they could now clearly see that things were not so simple.


"Damn it! What's wrong with the Consecrated? Why is it fighting with the Burning One?"


"It's not the Consecrated! The Burning One was the first to attack!"


"Ah! Watch out! They're coming at us!"


"Where's Masil? The Behemoths are supposed to be used against the Tang, so why are they fighting each other!"


The Burning One quickly got up and lunged, biting down on the giant ape's right arm. The two Behemoths quickly began to battle against each other, and the Arab soldiers quickly paled and began to retreat. Their disciplined formations instantly collapsed.


But the Behemoths were only beginning to fight.


Boom!


The sky dimmed as an enormous foot stomped down. Several hundred pale-faced Arab cavalry failed to dodge in time and were crushed into pulp.


"Bastard! Masil, what are you doing! Hurry and take control of your Behemoth!" A furious bellow resounded in the sky. Abu Muslim was in the middle of holding down Gao Xianzhi, preparing to use this chance to finally kill the Anxi War God. But at this very moment, the Consecrated, a vital part of his own force, had suddenly killed his own men. This was a mistake that was very difficult to forgive!


But Abu Muslim was shortly after left stunned.


"Lord Governor, hurry… hurry and help me! I can't hold on much longer!" Masil's voice rang out in his mind, in a state of complete panic.


"What's going on!"


Abu Muslim was flabbergasted at these words. He had been entirely focused on fighting Gao Xianzhi, such that he had not paid much attention to what Masil was doing. He had never imagined that Masil would have been forced by someone else into this state.


"What could be happening? Is Masil not the one controlling the Behemoth?"


Abu Muslim was truly befuddled.


"…It's… it's that Tang boy! He's on the verge of taking control over the entire Behemoth Army! Lord Governor, hurry and help me deal with him!" Masil's voice was fraught with concern and a deep despair.


"What!"


Abu Muslim's body trembled in shock, not daring to believe his ears. He knew that the newly-arrived Tang commander was an incredible strategist and talented warrior, but he would have never imagined that he was able to contest with Masil in Psychic Energy as well, pushing the commander of the Behemoth Army to these desperate straits.


Bzzz! Abu Muslim scanned the battlefield and quickly noticed Wang Chong standing on the Consecrated's left shoulder.


Bang!


Just when Abu Muslim had turned his eyes to the ape, the giant stomped down on some Arab soldiers several zhang away. "Aaaaah!" The earth shook and screams filled the air as hundreds more Arab cavalry were crushed underfoot.


And across from the giant ape, the fire lizard was beginning to move more slowly, and the flames it spat out were unstable and inaccurate, striking left of the ape, then right. This was definitely not normal for the Burning One.


This was a sign that in the psychic domain, Masil was gradually being forced out of the Burning One by Wang Chong.
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Wang Chong was on the verge of taking control of both the Burning One and the Consecrated!


The stomping of the two Behemoths was inflicting serious casualties on the nearby Arab cavalry.


"Damn it!"


Abu Muslim's thick brows revealed a tinge of fury. Bzzz! He lunged forward, casting aside Gao Xianzhi and flying toward Wang Chong on the left shoulder of the giant ape. Boom! The sky darkened as an enormous black fist covered in golden armor rumbled toward Wang Chong, stirring gales that caused space to twist and crack.


This fist's power was far above Saint Martial Tier 8, even above the strength of average Imperial Great Generals. But then, a sharp bolt of Stellar Energy swiftly pierced through Abu Muslim's Seventy-Two Demon God Pillars fist.


Although this attack was weaker than Abu Muslim's, it had chosen exactly the right time and place to strike, hitting the fist energy at its weakest point. Abu Muslim's attack immediately evaporated to this assault.


"Abu Muslim, our battle isn't over yet. Where are you going in such a rush?"


In a flash of light, the armored figure of Gao Xianzhi appeared in front of Abu Muslim. Gao Xianzhi's face was so pale that it seemed devoid of blood, and his armor was in complete tatters, blood seeping out from the cracks. It was obvious that he had experienced an extremely grueling battle.


But despite all this, Gao Xianzhi had a smile on his lips, maintaining a relaxed and graceful demeanor.


"Gao Xianzhi! You are seeking death! You think that you can stop me in your state?"


Abu Muslim's face was a sheet of ice, and the fires of rage glimmered in his eyes.


Gao Xianzhi had been fighting consecutive battles and was now at the limit of his strength. Abu Muslim had believed that Gao Xianzhi would be tactful and move aside. Unexpectedly, he had made the suicidal choice of continuing to fight with Abu Muslim.


"A civil official does not grasp for wealth, and a general does not fear death. This is one's duty, and if this Gao craved safety, he would never have marched all the way to this city of Talas. No matter how today turns out, this Gao will not retreat a single step. Lord Governor should use whatever supreme technique he has!"


Gao Xianzhi grasped his sword in his right hand, with a smile on his face and determination in his eyes.


Abu Muslim's pupils constricted, and he looked over Gao Xianzhi as if he was knowing him for the first time.


"Gao Xianzhi, I take back my previous words. You are truly an opponent worthy of respect!"


A tinge of respect appeared in Abu Muslim's eyes as he slowly straightened his body and took out what appeared to be an extremely old bronze gauntlet. This gauntlet's surface was covered in ancient letters, as well as images of demons and angels, but the most striking image of them all was the enormous eye on its back.


The Eye of the Demon God!


This was the name of the bronze gauntlet.


The world to the west of the Cong Mountains had experienced a completely different course of development compared to the Great Tang. An extremely powerful civilization had once existed there, and had left behind numerous ruins and formidable artifacts. Unlike in the Great Tang, these ancient artifacts all belonged to the highest ruler of the Arabian Empire, the Caliph.


Abu Muslim had this Eye of the Demon God gauntlet because it had been gifted to him on one of his audiences with the Caliph. There were two of these gauntlets. One had been gifted to Abu Muslim while the other had been gifted to the Arabian Empire's most revered First Prince.


The laws and power contained in the Eye of the Demon God were beyond the grasp of this generation. The Caliph had gathered all the craftsmen and experts of the empire to research its secrets, but in the end, they had nothing to show for it. However, there was one thing that was certain. This Eye of the Demon God gauntlet supplemented Abu Muslim's Seventy-Two Demon God Pillars Art and could bolster his strength.


There was even a rumor that this Eye of the Demon God had been left behind by one of those seventy-two demon gods from ancient times.


Although Abu Muslim had possessed this Eye of the Demon God for a very long time, he very rarely used it, not even when facing extremely powerful opponents. As the dauntless Governor of Iron and Blood, Abu Muslim would only wear this gauntlet when facing those enemies worthy of his respect, and he would use this method of ending their lives to express his respect.


Abu Muslim was no stranger to the look in Gao Xianzhi's eyes. Those were the eyes of someone who had already resolved to end their lives here. There was no doubt that Gao Xianzhi had already accepted his death and had decided to use this method to buy more time for his army to retreat.


But even though Abu Muslim's heart was full of respect, he could not allow Gao Xianzhi to succeed.


"Gao Xianzhi, out of respect, I will use this gauntlet to personally end your life!" Abu Muslim gravely said as he raised his gauntleted hand. Suddenly, he lunged toward Gao Xianzhi, and a powerful force began to surge out of the gauntlet, pouring into Abu Muslim's body. In that moment, the already formidable Governor of the East rose to an even more terrifying level.


Bang!


A pitch-black fist of energy flew toward Gao Xianzhi at unimaginable speeds, instantly pulverizing Gao Xianzhi's Sword Qi. Plush! Gao Xianzhi vomited blood and his armor crumbled as he was blown backward.


"Lord Gao!"


Wang Chong, who was in the midst of a mental battle with Masil, noticed what had happened and instantly paled. Awooooo!The Burning One roared and breathed fire, though not at the ape, but at Abu Muslim.


In his battle with Masil, Wang Chong had already taken control over sixty percent of the Burning One, including the Burning One's ability to breathe fire.


"Lord Governor, save me!"


At almost the same time, Masil gave a wail of despair. Under the fierce attacks of Wang Chong, his Psychic Energy was now less than a third of what it had been, and Wang Chong was continuing to weaken it. He could already smell the scent of death.


Boom! Abu Muslim turned his head and blew apart the Burning One's flame with a single punch. Abu Muslim was also extremely frantic. The situation was slowly slipping from his control. The Behemoths that he had requested from the Caliph were slowly getting out of control and stomping his own troops.


From the sky, he could see that each step of both the Consecrated and the Burning One was landing in the Arab army, and screams were ringing through the air. Countless Arab cavalry were dying, crushed so thoroughly that no corpse was left behind. In just a few short moments, the Arab losses had reached nearly five thousand, and the number was continuing to climb.


But what worried Abu Muslim most of all was Masil. He was the commander of the Behemoth Army and a rare Psychic Energy expert, as well as the Caliph's most favored minister. He was of extremely high rank and importance in the empire.


The Behemoth Army had only come to Talas because of Abu Muslim, and if something were to happen to Masil, the Caliph's ire would be provoked. As the highest commander in the east, Abu Muslim would not be able to escape the responsibility!


Bang!


The more worried Abu Muslim became, the fiercer his assaults on Gao Xianzhi. Hwoooom! The sky darkened, and fierce winds began to gather around his body, apparently summoned forth by the strange power in Abu Muslim's body.


Behind Abu Muslim, an enormous demon god with pronged horns, bull hooves, and a grotesque face manifested, its appearance extremely vivid.


A golden-red pillar also appeared behind the violet-black-scaled demon god, exuding a mysterious aura as the characters of an ancient language flickered in and out of existence behind it, each of them imbued with the power of destruction.


Boom! As a fist punched, space itself seemed to cave in.


"Milord!"


Cheng Qianli lunged over, but another punch sent him flying as well. The Seventy-Two Demon God Pillars Art contained the power of an ancient civilization, and even Cheng Qianli was no match for it. As he smashed into the ground like a cannonball, his chest caved in and he vomited blood.


Sorrowful and furious shouts could be heard on the battlefield, and all of the Tang soldiers went deathly pale at this sight.


"Bastard!"


Wang Chong's eyes went red. Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli were the two highest Tang commanders of the Western Regions, as well as people that Wang Chong respected. These people had fought for the people and the country, were true heroes who had spent half their lives fighting on the frontier. They could not be allowed to die here.


"Abu Muslim, you're seeking death!"


A furious roar shook the heavens, and the earth began to shake. The giant ape suddenly extricated itself from its fight with the Burning One and began to charge at Abu Muslim, its mouthful of white teeth fully bared.


The giant ape was as fast as lightning, and an enormous steely fist was soon blocking out the sun as it shot toward Abu Muslim.


The agility and flexibility the giant ape displayed was far above Masil's abilities. It was like the abilities of a martial artist had been fused into the giant ape's body, allowing it to display both incredible strength and astonishing technique. This was the giant ape in a perfected state.


The giant ape's punch caused the air to explode as it shot forward with unimaginable power.


Abu Muslim had just been ready to go after Cheng Qianli and Gao Xianzhi to finish them off when he sensed the fierce winds and terrifying strength coming up behind him. His face flickered in surprise, but then it turned cold. He turned around and immediately threw a punch of his own.
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"Asmodai's Fury!"


Abu Muslim finally used the most fundamental power of the Seventy-Two Demon God Pillars Art, his true secret. 'Asmodai1' was one of the Seventy-Two Demon God Pillars, ranked thirty-second. Although this was not the highest rank, it was still amongst the upper half.




Just from its rank alone, one could tell that Abu Muslim had obtained the strength of an extremely powerful demon god.


Roooar!


In a flash of light, the scaled demon god behind Abu Muslim suddenly transformed. Its body grew larger, and its one head became three: a bull, a man, and a ram. The three heads all had savage and evil expressions, and their six eyes were all cold and emotionless, golden with vertical slits for pupils.


Bang!


The intimidating Asmodai suddenly gave a punch of its own, gathering up the endless dark energy around it. As the black fist of energy shot forward, it transformed into a dragon of the underworld more than thirty zhang long. This dragon was covered in black scales, and its mouth glimmered with many fine and sharp teeth. Most terrifying of all was that its body was writhing with tens of thousands of arcs of lightning, each one brimming with destructive power.


As the black dragon shot forward, a thunderstorm appeared. This attack's momentum was enough to outshine even many Great Generals. Boom! The hell dragon crashed into the right arm of the giant ape, and what happened next left everyone stunned. Abu Muslim's body remained unmoved, but the huge body of the ape wavered, tottering backward and almost falling over.


"How could this be!"


"How could Abu Muslim be this powerful! Even the giant ape is no match for him!"


On the hill, Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje were both stunned by this sight. This single punch was enough to place Abu Muslim at the apex of all Imperial Great Generals. Even Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje had to admit their loss.


"Impossible! Could this bastard be stronger than me!"


Celestial Wolf Great General Duwu Sili stood in the sky, staring at the godlike figure of Abu Muslim in the distance, disbelief in his voice. As one of the strongest Great Generals of the Western Turkic Khaganate, Duwu Sili had always been proud. Even veteran Great Generals like Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje drew little regard from Duwu Sili. If there was anyone worth a glance from him on this battlefield, it would probably be the invincible and unstoppable Anxi Protector-General, Gao Xianzhi.


But that punch from Abu Muslim… Even the giant ape had been pushed back. Not even Duwu Sili could express such tremendous strength!


But even so, Duwu Sili's pride would not allow him to admit this.


Hmph, if we weren't allies, I would come and find you for a match! Duwu Sili silently snarled.


Roooar! He suddenly heard a roar, and a steely fist reflecting a metallic luster, larger than Duwu Sili's horse, flew toward him. The strength behind this punch was enough to shatter steel and sunder mountains.


"Damn it!"


Duwu Sili grimaced as he activated the Celestial Wolf's Divine Procession to fly through the air, jabbing out with his halberd. Bang! An enormous power forced the Skyquaking Giant back, leaving it gasping for breath.


"Truly a bunch of beasts. Didn't I tell you before? I'm not here to attack you. We're allies! Allies!"


"Kill him!"


Duwu Sili had barely spoken when he was interrupted by a furious roar. In the blink of an eye, another Skyquaking Giant had rushed forward, another steely fist headed toward Duwu Sili. Behind this giant was a second, a third… Innumerable Skyquaking Giants were lunging toward Duwu Sili from every direction.


"He injured Mughal! Kill him!"


The roaring Skyquaking Giants were coming in a ceaseless flood, even ignoring the surrounding Tang soldiers. Duwu Sili and his horse were striding through the sky, exuding energy like the sun itself, taking up all the attention of the giants.


In the eyes of the Skyquaking Giants, Duwu Sili was the number one target. The stronger he was, the greater their hostility.


"A lot of bastards!"


Duwu Sili felt like exploding from rage. He had come striding through the sky to deal with Wang Chong, hoping to work with the Arabs to finally end him. He could have never imagined that one Skyquaking Giant would plummet down next to him and immediately start attacking him.


Duwu Sili had sent him flying with a single blow, little knowing that he had shaken a beehive, causing him to be surrounded by Skyquaking Giants. Duwu Sili had used the Celestial Wolf's Divine Procession to its limit to avoid them, but no matter where he ran, the Skyquaking Giants would charge after him.


This was why Duwu Sili had not been able to clash with Wang Chong, even though he had already arrived on the battlefield.


Moreover, someone of Duwu Sili's abilities could easily kill a Skyquaking Giant of any level. But since the Turks, Tibetans, and Arabs were all in the same alliance, Duwu Sili could not kill them. This meant that the more giants Duwu Sili knocked away, the more he provoked their hostility.


Duwu Sili was currently caught up in a very difficult situation.


……


In the distance, Abu Muslim's fist powered by the Seventy-Two Demon God Pillars Art had stunned the battlefield, but just when everyone was digesting Abu Muslim's power, a massive iron cudgel ten-some meters long howled through the air and hammered at Abu Muslim's body.


This attack was so abrupt that even someone of Abu Muslim's strength was sent flying like a cannonball, the Stellar Energy around him shattered.


Buzz!


The battlefield fell silent, the Arab cavalry so shocked that their eyes were nearly coming out of their sockets. Even Ziyad was left stunned. The Consecrated had been extremely furtive with this cudgel. Everyone had been watching it reeling backward from Abu Muslim's punch, but no one had noticed its cudgel, or even when it had managed to get ahold of it.


"Who cares about Abu Muslim! He's still no match for me!"


Wang Chong controlled the giant ape into steadying its body, and as its scarlet eyes watched Abu Muslim, they shone with a cold and steely light. No matter how powerful Abu Muslim was or what ancient artifacts he had, he was still no match for a Behemoth.


In Wang Chong's hands, the giant ape was no longer a simple beast. Wang Chong was confident that with the Consecrated, he could defeat any opponent on the battlefield.


"Ah!"


"Lord Marquis, save me!"


Screams suddenly came from the distance, accompanied by the roars of Behemoths. Wang Chong turned and saw that the two remaining Behemoth were charging at the retreating Tang army.


"Kill!"


"With the Reaper helping us, these Tang are doomed! Kill them!"


"General has issued a decree that anyone who kills more than one hundred Tang will be granted a rank of nobility and ten thousand golden coins!"


Men shouted and horses neighed as thousands of Arab cavalry followed the Behemoths, their eyes red and their armor drenched in blood, the majority of which was not theirs. They had been restrained by the Tang for far too long. First, it had been Gao Xianzhi and his seventy thousand soldiers, who had held on for two months and killed countless soldiers. And now it was Wang Chong and his Qixi Protectorate army, which had managed to kill Umar and Nurman, famous generals who had conquered many countries.


Moreover, the two steel defense lines that the Tang had built up in front of Talas had rendered the famous Arab cavalry ineffective. Every Arab soldier felt suffocated and oppressed, but now, it was finally over. They could finally vent their spleens and slaughter these Tang who did not believe in God.


"Aaaah!" Tang soldier after soldier screamed as they collapsed into pools of blood, the Arabian scimitars stabbing through their chests. The sight of the corpses splayed out on the ground filled the hearts of the Arabs with inexplicable joy.


"This is the battle we desire! Starting from now, all of the east will fly the flag of the Arabs!"


An Arab officer savagely stomped on the body of a Tang soldier and beheaded him with a single sweep of his scimitar. The fountain of blood gushing from the neck caused excitement and cruelty to shine in the Arab officer's eyes.


But this Arab officer intoxicated in slaughter had no idea that his execution of this Tang soldier had thoroughly enraged the distant Wang Chong.


"Damn it! All of you are seeking death!"


Wang Chong clenched his fists, his heart raging with fire. Masil had used the moment he was fighting with Abu Muslim to make trouble in the rear, silently taking control over the Reaper and the other Behemoth to attack the Tang soldiers, and the Arab soldiers had availed themselves of this opportunity. Both Masil and these Arabs had invoked a killing intent that soared to the heavens from Wang Chong.


So intense was this killing intent that the air for ten zhang around Wang Chong began to twist and distort.

______________
1. As you might have already noticed, the 'Seventy-Two Demon God Pillars' are the seventy-two demons of the Ars Goetia, a grimoire listing seventy-two demons which King Solomon allegedly bound to his will and used to construct the Temple of Jerusalem. Asmodai is a King of Hell and is said to have three heads: a bull, a man, and a ram. He has the tail of a serpent, rides a dragon, and commands seventy-two legions.↩
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Buzz!


Masil was in the middle of controlling the two Behemoths to attack the Tang when he suddenly felt an intense killing intent, and his entire body shivered. He had been fighting constantly with Wang Chong for all this time, but for some reason, he now felt a deep fear toward Wang Chong.


But before Masil could understand, two enormous streams of Psychic Energy rushed toward the two Behemoths, blowing Masil's Psychic Energy to bits before he even had time to react.


"Masil, I won't let you get away!"


Wang Chong spoke each word with a heart-freezing chill. Bzzz!Taking control of the two Behemoths, Wang Chong then made one final attack against the remnants of Masil's mind in the Burning One's body. His mind transformed into a mighty flood that surged toward Masil.


"No!"


Masil hollered in fear. Wang Chong's rage had made his Psychic Energy stronger than it had ever been before. Savage and unstoppable, it forced Masil into a complete rout. His face paled as he realized the great disaster he was facing.


At this moment, it was not just Masil facing disaster, but the tens of thousands of Arab soldiers on the ground as well, still chasing down the Tang soldiers. Their killing intent had been provoked, and they were all so excited that they did not notice anything going on above them. They had no idea that Wang Chong and Masil, these two powerful Psychic Energy experts, had already finished their battle.


They had also failed to notice that the two Behemoths which had been leading the vanguard, stomping down on the Tang army, had suddenly stopped.


"Killkillkill! Leave not one alive!"


The Arab officer leading the soldiers waved his scimitar in the air as he urged on his men. By now, he had killed more than thirty Tang soldiers, including quite a few Tang officers. The fighting and killing had so stimulated him that he could no longer stop himself.


"Ah!"


Suddenly, he heard a panicked scream from his side, as well as sounds of turmoil.


"Damn bastards, what are you doing? Get in there!"


The Arab officer was infuriated. The Arabs currently held the advantage, and it was the perfect time to chase down their enemies, but now there was someone screaming and shouting as if intentionally trying to lower morale. This deserved nothing but death! But he quickly realized that something was wrong. Even though his men had heard his orders, the turmoil continued, and it was only getting worse. His panicked soldiers were shouting as they looked up, their faces pale and full of fear. It was clear that they were not faking.


"What's going on here?"


The Arab officer also raised his head, and was struck dumb. In the sky, he saw an enormous foot descending upon him with astonishing speed, the air howling as it fell.


"Behemoth?!!"


The Arab officer trembled, his eyes flying open in shock, but before he could understand what was happening, the enormous foot smashed down. The earth rippled and shook, and the Arab officer gave one final scream before he and many other Arab cavalry were crushed into paste, their blood exploding out from under the Behemoth's foot.


Awooo!


The howling white bear Behemoth raised its foot, revealing a giant hole full of twisted armor and pulped flesh, almost unrecognizable as bodies.


"Run!"


"General has been killed! The Behemoth is out of control!"


The Arab cavalry who had been excitedly chasing the Tang felt like a bucket of cold water had been poured upon them. They began to panic, their formations falling into chaos as they scattered. But before they could get very far, the gigantic white bear raised its foot and stomped again.


And following the white bear, the other Behemoth also began to attack the Arabs.


"What's going on here?"


"The Behemoths have gone crazy! They've all gone mad!"


The attacks of these two Behemoths caused a swift reversal on the battlefield. One moment ago, the tens of thousands of Arab cavalry had been excitedly pursuing the Tang, but now, the Arabs had become the targets of the Behemoths. This shift had caught the Arabs completely by surprise, and their losses began to soar.


And this was not the only change on the battlefield. As the two Behemoths began to attack the Arabs, several hundred zhang away, the Burning One spread out its legs, opened its mouth, and sprayed a gout of flame one hundred meters long at a large group of Arab cavalry.


Caught completely off guard, these Arab cavalry were incinerated in just a few seconds.


The flames of the Burning One came in an endless flood, one stream after another sweeping across the battlefield, catching thousands upon thousands of Arab cavalry. The combined attacks of the three Behemoths inflicted devastating losses on the Arabs. Nine thousand, thirteen thousand, eighteen thousand, twenty-four thousand… The Arab losses had reached an astonishing number, and this number was continuing to climb.


The entire army was in panic, and even Ziyad found it difficult to decide whether to advance or retreat.


Thirty thousand, thirty-five thousand, forty thousand… The Arab losses were getting larger and larger.


Clap!


In the rear of the army, Bakr slapped the red-clothed attendant holding the bone flute in the face. The force of the slap immediately caused the attendant's cheek to swell, and blood to trickle from his lips. He even spat out a tooth.


Bakr's face was distorted in rage. "Hurry and control the Behemoths! Don't you see how many of our men are dying? Once Lord Governor returns, I'll have him execute all of you!"


As a famed general of Arabia, Bakr had conquered many countries, but now, the Caliph's Behemoths that he was commanding were actually beginning to slaughter the troops on their side! This was a disgrace that he could not accept!


"Milord, the Behemoths can only be controlled by Masil. We only serve as assistants," the red-clothed attendant said in panic, his body trembling in fear.


"What!"


Bakr's face froze in shock. This answer was completely outside his expectations. With a hefty slap, Bakr sent this subordinate of Masil's flying into the ground, breaking many of his bones.


"Nothing but a pile of trash!"


……


As the three Behemoths threw the entire Arab army into chaos, the countless fleeing Tang soldiers showed a completely different reaction.


"These Behemoths… are attacking their own side!"


The sight of countless Arab corpses, as well as the charred remains of those incinerated by the Burning One, left the Tang soldiers stunned. They had all been ready to die in battle, but they had never expected a sudden shift at the final moment.


"Lord Marquis! It must be Lord Marquis! Lord Marquis has taken control of these Behemoths!" One of the soldiers from the Qixi Protectorate army suddenly began to yell out in joy.


Although they didn't understand what had happened, they instinctively associated it with Wang Chong. If there was anyone who could salvage this desperate situation, it could only be Wang Chong!


This was the unshakable conviction held by all the soldiers.


"Lord Marquis!"


"Lord Marquis!"


"Lord Marquis!"


The Tang soldiers who had been making a strategic withdrawal to the east quickly stopped and began to cheer. It started with the Qixi Protectorate army, then the Anxi Protectorate army, and finally, the mercenaries from the Western Regions and the pikemen of Greater and Lesser Balur began to cheer.


"Chong-er, you truly did not disappoint your father!"


At this moment, no one was more pleased than Wang Chong's father, Wang Yan. He could see his son standing on the shoulder of the giant ape, and while he felt a little heartache, he felt more pride.


"Pass on my order! We're changing plans! Gather the army! Launch a counterattack against the Arabs!"


Wang Yan seized the moment, immediately making the decision to assemble the army for a counterattack.


"Kill!"


It took only a few moments for the soldiers to assemble. The tens of thousands of Tang soldiers took up their disciplined formation: shieldmen in front, axemen behind, cavalry in reserve. This was a beacon of order in a sea of chaos, and if there was one person on the battlefield that could do this, it could only be the veteran Wang Yan, who had always had a very stable and steady style of battle.


The Wang Clan was a clan of ministers and generals, and had a long legacy of battle. Although Wang Yan's strength was not on the level of Gao Xianzhi, his military experience was something that very few people in the world could match. The soldiers resuming formation, particularly the defensively potent infantry formations, rallied the rest of the army. The scattered army rapidly began to take up their formations, and even the fleeing mercenaries began to line up again.


This transformation was so abrupt that everyone who saw it was dumbfounded.


"Impossible! Even though the army was in such tatters, it was still able to reconsolidate, and the morale of the soldiers is so high! As expected, when fighting with the Great Tang, one must be careful at all times and never treat them lightly!"


Huoshu Huicang looked down from the high hill in shock as the Tang army finished consolidating and prepared to strike back against the Arabs.


Huoshu Huicang was a famed general of Ü-Tsang and one of its best Great Generals, someone who had exchanged blows with the Great Tang's Tiger of the Empire Zhangchou Jianqiong many times. But not even Huoshu Huicang dared to say that, in a large-scale battle, if the Tibetan army were routed as badly as the Tang army had been, he would be able to reform the ranks and rally the troops as quickly as the Tang had.
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"The Great Tang can never be underestimated! In all the continent, only the Arabs can contend against them!"


Dusong Mangpoje stood next to Huoshu Huicang, his hair being blown about in the wind, his shock no less than his colleague's. The quality and training level of the Tang soldiers was always something that other powers could only look at in envy. Dusong Mangpoje was known as the Eagle of the Plateau and had always had great aspirations for the empire he served. Unfortunately, even though he was powerful, even surpassing any other Great General in some aspects, he still had to admit that Ü-Tsang's strength was not something that could contend against the Great Tang.


On the surface, the Great Tang only had seven Imperial Great Generals, but if one took into account generals like Wang Yan, Cheng Qianli, and Xianyu Zhongtong, who could rely on powerful formations to wield the strength of Great Generals, then the Great Tang had more than ten such figures. And if one counted people like Wang Zhongsi, who had entered the palace to become the Crown Prince's Junior Guardian, as well as other such retired figures, the Great Tang had even more.


Besides that, they also had Wang Chong, who might not have been at the Great General level of strength, but was a heaven-defying existence whose grasp of military strategy surpassed that of many Great Generals.


Abu Muslim's status in the Arabian Empire was similar to that of Zhang Shougui and Wang Zhongsi. The people who exceeded him could be counted with one's fingers. With this army of three hundred thousand soldiers, Abu Muslim had conquered and vanquished innumerable countries. Even Khorasan, a supreme power with a long history, an existence on par with Ü-Tsang and the Western Turks, had ultimately been conquered by Abu Muslim.


But this powerful army had first been stymied for two months by Gao Xianzhi, and now, even though it had the overwhelming advantage in soldiers, along with the Behemoth Army and Skyquaking Army, two armies that could dominate any battlefield, it was suddenly finding itself on the back foot.


Only the Great Tang was capable of such a feat. And this was not even one-fifth of the Great Tang's power.


This thought was enough to make Dusong Mangpoje's heart grow cold with fear.


"This is all… because of him."


Dusong Mangpoje quickly focused on the Tang youth standing on the giant ape's shoulder. Ü-Tsang had originally had a chance to not only defeat the Great Tang's southwestern army, but even join with Mengshe Zhao in occupying the fertile ground of the Great Tang's southwest, perhaps even encroach on the Central Plains.


But the appearance of this youth had led to defeat in the war of the southwest, plague spreading through the plateau, the destruction of Zhangzhung, and the complete extermination of all the soldiers in the north…


Standing in front of the two Great Generals, Dalun Ruozan was constantly observing the changes on the battlefield, his hand rising and falling several times. In the end, however, he chose to not order an assault.


On the giant ape, Wang Chong could see the entire battlefield and was using the four Behemoths to swiftly decide its outcome. The lethal move that Abu Muslim had placed all his hopes on had now become Wang Chong's strongest weapon against the Arabs.


"Now is the time for all of you to pay the price!"


Wang Chong looked down upon the panicked and fleeing Arab cavalry, his face as cold as ice. Roooar! Three of the Behemoths under Wang Chong's control began a massacre of the Arab forces. Boom! Boom! Boom! The Behemoths stomped down again and again, ending the lives of tens of thousands of Arabs with this simple action.


Meanwhile, the Burning One was scorching the battlefield with its flames, attacking all the Arab cavalry in an area several hundred zhang in circumference. The earth burned, and countless soldiers collapsed. Moreover, the flames of the Burning One consumed all the oxygen in the air, causing a large number of soldiers to suffocate to death.


"Aaaah!"


Death screams resounded over the battlefield, mingling with the flames and smoke. Corpses were piled up like mountains, and the air smelled of charred flesh and ash. This was a living hell.


The army of two hundred thousand soldiers was suffering terrifying losses, with even many of their generals dying. The western line of the battlefield was in full retreat.


"Damnable thing!!"


Abu Muslim stood in the air, his eyes red with fury and his fists trembling in rage as he saw the battlefield strewn with the corpses of his men and his army in full retreat. Boom! Abu Muslim vanished and then reappeared in the air over the giant ape.


"Die!!"


Abu Muslim's bellow echoed through the sky, and the three-headed Asmodai and his golden-red pillar appeared once more. The dark clouds once more began to roil. Boom! Abu Muslim once more punched in Wang Chong's direction, sending a black dragon from hell as large as a city howling out from the sky, bearing down with thunderous momentum on Wang Chong.


Bang!


The black silhouette of the iron cudgel immediately swept up to meet it, shattering Abu Muslim's hell dragon with a single strike. The giant ape then lunged forward, its other arm swinging a counter punch at Abu Muslim.


This punch was fast and vicious, imbued with a strength that could jolt a mountain to pieces, and this was not even accounting for the fact that this punch had been carefully aimed and calculated. Even the Governor of Iron and Blood widened his eyes in shock, grimacing slightly as he beat a rapid retreat.


"Abu Muslim, you can't beat me! For this battle, just watch as I use your beloved Behemoths to kill all your soldiers!"


Wang Chong stood on the giant ape's shoulder and sneered.


He had completely predicted Abu Muslim's attack. The giant ape's strength coupled with the experience and battlefield prowess of the War Saint left Abu Muslim with no advantage. Wang Chong could predict and counter every one of his moves.


In a certain aspect, Wang Chong was even stronger than he was in his last life.


"Young man, you will definitely die at my hands. You will not be able to remain so proud for too long!"


Abu Muslim's face was twisted into an ashen grimace, his heart fuming with unimaginable rage. He no longer had any attention to spare on Gao Xianzhi. The urgent task was to kill Wang Chong as quickly as possible. This was the only way to resolve the current crisis.


Brrrroooom! Abu Muslim's body shook as the bronze Eye of the Demon God on his hand once more exploded with light. The dark clouds suddenly thickened, the winds stirred, and the energy of the world began to gather around him. Behind Abu Muslim, the enormous figure of Asmodai was growing even larger.


Bang!


His eyes spitting flame, Abu Muslim gathered all the power he could and then shot toward Wang Chong like a lightning bolt. Wang Chong looked up to the sky and gave a derisive smile, while the giant ape revealed a mouthful of teeth, looked up to the sky, and then leaped into the air.


This battle was going completely according to Wang Chong's tempo. Even though Abu Muslim was the Governor of Iron and Blood and was challenging Wang Chong, Wang Chong had made it so that Abu Muslim was fighting the powerful Consecrated.


Wang Chong himself could remain uninvolved.


"Masil, it's your turn now, you archcriminal!"


While the giant ape and Abu Muslim began their fierce battle, Wang Chong turned his attention elsewhere. Although he had succeeded in driving any remnants of Masil's consciousness from the four Behemoths, Wang Chong was well aware that Masil was still not dead.


Masil and his Behemoth Army held the bulk of the blame for the Great Tang's situation. So many of his soldiers had died, and Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli had even been heavily injured. Wang Chong would never permit Masil to escape to fight again on another battlefield.


Buzz!


With a thought, Wang Chong sent half of his mind deep underground.


……


"We've lost, lost… I must report this to the High Priest. Such a powerful Psychic Energy expert should not have appeared here!"


At this moment, the centipede monster was currently fleeing deep underground. On its head, Masil was panting for breath, his mouth, ears, eyes, nose, and even his skin all leaking blood. His appearance was extremely miserable, and his aura was extremely weak.


His battle with Wang Chong had not only heavily wounded his Psychic Energy. It had also placed an incredible burden on his body.


Wang Chong was right when he said that Psychic Energy was just illusion, but Masil also understood that Psychic Energy could not be fake, that this was not how the saying was understood. Masil's Psychic Energy was what had been injured, but at this moment, even his internal organs were leaking blood. If he stayed here any longer, only death would await him.


"Too terrifying! This war is no longer important! The battle is lost. Everything will be Abu Muslim's responsibility. For the Great Tang to have such a powerful Psychic Energy expert, one who can even turn their soul into a sun that can burn all things, is simply unacceptable. If this person continues to live, our Behemoth Army will be completely useless!"


Masil's heart was awash with panic and unease.


This excursion to the east was nothing more than a horrifying nightmare. Masil had never imagined this sort of outcome. He was now nothing more than a stray dog that wanted to get away as quickly as possible.


"I must request the High Priest's help. Only the High Priest can deal with him!"


Masil began to think about the empire's High Priest. Masil had a proud and bloodthirsty personality. The only person worth his regard in the entire empire was the High Priest. Masil had never dared to insult or slight the High Priest, because everything he knew had been taught to him by the High Priest.
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The High Priest was Masil's true master, but Masil never dared to call him such. The High Priest had taught far from just him alone. The entire Arabian Empire feared him, and even the Caliph treated him with great respect.


As he was thinking about these things, Masil trembled, and his progress came to a complete halt, as if he had run into some invisible wall. Masil was at first confused, and then he exploded with fury.



"Beast, hurry up and move!" Masil harshly scolded, at the same time taking out a brown dagger and stabbing it into the head of the centipede monster. The sense of collision that Masil had felt was really because the centipede monster had suddenly stopped moving for some reason.


But this was far from the only thing that would surprise Masil.


In the past, whenever Masil stabbed it with his dagger, the centipede monster would assuredly howl in pain, but this time, the centipede monster not only did not move forward, it remained frozen in place like it had been turned to stone.


"Damn it! Just what's going on here!"


Masil was both shocked and angry. The dagger in his hand, imbued with a power that was anathema to the centipede monster, stabbed down several more times, even punching a wound through which green blood flowed. Yet the centipede monster remained in place, its body rooted to the spot deep underground. It felt more like Masil was stabbing at an empty shell.


"Bastard!"


Masil was truly getting anxious now. The threat of Wang Chong followed him like his shadow. The smallest error would lead to his death on the battlefield.


"Masil, there's no need to waste your energy." At this moment, an indifferent voice rang out over Masil's head. "I've already taken control of this monster. As I said before, you can't escape!"


The voice was flat and emotionless, but in Masil's voice, it was like a peal of thunder, a bolt of lightning cleaving at his body.


"Wang Chong!"


Masil's body trembled like electricity was arcing through it. This was undoubtedly the voice that Masil wanted to hear the least.


A deep fear appeared in his eyes.


And this was not the only thing he had to fear!


The frozen centipede monster suddenly came to life as Wang Chong spoke, the joints of its massive body beginning to move. But the direction that the centipede monster moved struck fear into Masil's heart. He could only watch as it turned its head around, ceasing its flight to the west, and began to drill in Wang Chong's direction.


"Bastard! Stop right now!"


Masil lost his head, the dagger in his hand stabbing again and again at the centipede monster's body. At the same time, he sent a strand of Psychic Energy into the mind of the monster, hoping to regain control of it. However, what greeted him was a callous Psychic Energy assault. Boom! Masil's Psychic Energy was pulverized at the moment of first contact.


"Just give up on this idea! In front of me, you truly are nothing more than an ant! You won't have any space to keep up your struggles!" Wang Chong's cold voice rang out again, but this time, it spoke directly into Masil's mind.


"No, it can't be! I'll never lose to you! I'm the commander of the Behemoth Army, a valued minister of the Caliph. I can't lose to anyone!"


Masil's eyes were red as he furiously bellowed, his mind teetering on the brink of madness.


"Say these things to the Tang soldiers you killed!"


A chilling killing intent appeared in Wang Chong's eyes. His Psychic Energy bored through the center of Masil's forehead and rapidly began to invade his body.


"No! I won't lose to you!"


Masil strenuously roared and struggled, but he was incapable of stopping Wang Chong's assault. He gritted his teeth and launched counterattack after counterattack. Boooooom! Their Psychic Energies constantly collided. Masil knew that his life was on the line, and he stimulated all his potential. But these hundreds upon thousands of clashes all ended with Masil's defeat. The ferocity of the Psychic Energy domain was far more frightening than one could imagine. Finally…


"I've lost. Please, let me go. I swear an oath that I will never take another step into the Great Tang for the rest of my life!"


Masil's eyes finally lost their last sliver of pride and became full of pleading. In Wang Chong's Psychic Energy, he could sense a sliver of obvious killing intent. It was obvious that Wang Chong wanted to kill him to avenge the slain Tang soldiers.


"Hmph, too late! I'll first make you my puppet, then put you through every torture possible until you die from the pain. Let this be the price you pay for your actions, an offering to the heroic souls of the Great Tang!"


Wang Chong's voice was ice-cold. Under control of his Psychic Energy, the brown centipede monster continued to approach, traveling from deep underground to the surface. Booom! Bang!Wang Chong continued to occupy Masil's mind, seizing the channels in his mind, taking control over Masil like he had taken over the Behemoths.


For each channel of the mind Wang Chong took control over, he would obtain many things. All that Masil had experienced, including his psychic techniques, were completely exposed to Wang Chong, serving as the spoils of war.


Wang Chong saw Masil grow up in a dark, crude, impoverished, and crowded alley, saw him fight with a stray dog over food, saw him scare away a group of children with his savage face. He 'witnessed' Masil use a blunt knife to kill a child who had jeered at him during the day, stabbing again and again into the child's body. In this way, Wang Chong lived out a completely different 'life'.


Wang Chong even saw Masil follow a mysterious black-robed man into a temple, where he was taught the methods of Psychic Energy. Many Psychic Energy techniques flowed into Wang Chong's mind and became his own.


Wang Chong was no pure Psychic Energy expert, nor did he have a systematic education in it, and he certainly did not come from an ancient lineage of Psychic Energy users as Masil had. Everything that Masil knew became Wang Chong's nourishment, filling in all the gaps Wang Chong had in the Psychic Energy domain.


While Wang Chong was just staggering his way blindly through the Psychic Energy domain at the start, relying on his own abilities to wander through the darkness of ignorance, he now had all of Masil's lessons and experiences, allowing him to become a true Psychic Energy expert.


This was also why Wang Chong had not immediately killed Masil, and instead taken control of the centipede to make it bring Masil to him.


However, perhaps because he understood the calamity hanging over his head, Masil began to put up an even fiercer resistance. Moreover, Wang Chong had not yet been able to obtain the crucial secrets to raising the Behemoth Army. Besides that, Wang Chong could also sense that Masil's mind hid an even greater secret deep within.


Wang Chong had no means of knowing what this secret was, but judging by Masil's reaction, it was an extremely important one, even more important than the secret of the Behemoth Army.


"Let me see what sort of secret you're hiding!"


In the raging winds, Wang Chong stood on the shoulder of the Behemoth, his eyes cold and stern. Bang! The sky suddenly dimmed as another devilish dragon charged down from the sky at Wang Chong. Behind this hell dragon, a figure stood in the air, his black cape fluttering in the wind.


Abu Muslim stared at Wang Chong, his eyes seething with killing intent.


But then, there was a rush of air as an enormous ape arm swept out and smashed the hell dragon to bits with a single punch.


Roooar!


The giant ape roared, its savage and beastly aura sending countless horses fleeing in fear, many of them even breaking free of their handlers. The giant ape dispelled Abu Muslim's hell dragon with one punch while its left arm swung the iron cudgel at Abu Muslim.


Its movements were both swift and nimble, in complete contrast with its enormous body.


The infamous Governor of Iron and Blood Abu Muslim was unexpectedly incapable of getting a single step past the giant ape.


"Bastard! I'd like to see how long you can endure!"


As the Abbasid Caliphate's Governor of the East, the highest authority from Khorasan to Samarkand, Abu Muslim was not a person who could not hold his temper. But despite all the time that had passed, all his attacks had been blocked by the giant ape, preventing him from killing the Tang youth. Even Abu Muslim began to feel a tiny hint of anger.


But what concerned Abu Muslim even more was that the three other Behemoths together with the Tang soldiers had swiftly put the Arabs at an extreme disadvantage. The Arabs were now in complete disarray and suffering grievous casualties. Never in all of his career as governor had he suffered such a massive defeat.


As he stared at the enormous 'Consecrated', Abu Muslim called out, his eyes flashing with cold light.


"Ziyad!"


Abu Muslim had barely spoken when a roiling cloud of black energy, tinged with gold and red, began to surge from behind the giant ape like a giant dragon. If one looked carefully, one would notice that at the center of this black energy was a bronze ring decorated with snake inscriptions.


The 'Ocean Ring' was yet another of the Abbasid Caliphate's extremely precious ancient artifacts. Ziyad had been gifted this ancient artifact by the Caliph after rendering great service in the army and being recommended by Abu Muslim. This was one of the two artifacts that served as the nails holding down the Arabian Empire's eastern regions.


It was through this Ocean Ring that Ziyad was able to reach the Great General level. It allowed him to contend against Cheng Qianli's Supreme Desolation God and even overcome it.


Unlike Abu Muslim, Ziyad always moved very furtively, like a snake slithering through the darkness. Ziyad would always attack with no warning, no ripple of energy or gust of wind. While Wang Chong's attention had been taken by Abu Muslim, Ziyad had stealthily worked around to his back and struck.


This attack had all his strength behind it, enough to kill Wang Chong in a single blow.



                                                                        Chapter 989: The Death of Masil! 

                                                                                


Translated by: Hypersheep325

Edited by: Michyrr




Bang!


The moment Ziyad attacked, preparing to work with Abu Muslim to attack Wang Chong from both sides, a gout of scorching flame struck Ziyad's Ocean Ring. Its terrifying strength exploded on the Stellar Energy Ziyad had attached to the Ocean Ring, knocking the Ocean Ring away.


"The Burning One!"


Ziyad paled at this abrupt assault. At this moment, the Burning One was the only thing capable of destroying this Great-General-level attack of Ziyad's with a single gout of flame.


"Damn it!"


Ziyad's heart sank. The Burning One was positioned even farther behind him. If Wang Chong could use the Burning One's strength to shatter his attack, it meant that he had clearly predicted Ziyad's movements.


"Ziyad, did you really think you could hide from me?"


Wang Chong spoke from the shoulder of the giant ape, a teasing expression on his face. Both Abu Muslim and Ziyad had deeply underestimated the power of a Psychic Energy expert. On this battlefield, Wang Chong could borrow the strength of any one of the Behemoths to observe every corner. No matter how Ziyad tried to conceal his movements, it was all pointless against Wang Chong.


"Ziyad, be a good child and play with this one!"


A howling wind drowned out Wang Chong's words as an enormous white bear palm swatted at Ziyad. Ziyad turned his head and only had time to unleash a fierce black energy before he was flung aside. Behind him, the white bear Behemoth fixed its savage eyes on Ziyad and pursued.


In the distance, the Burning One turned its head back around and continued to wreak havoc on the fleeing Arabs, having completed its mission of stopping Ziyad's attack. The Burning One was not the strongest Behemoth, but the flames it breathed were the most effective tool on this battlefield.


Through these four Behemoths, Wang Chong now completely dominated the battlefield. With a thought, he once more concentrated his Psychic Energy on Masil. Masil was currently less than ten zhang from the surface. More importantly, Wang Chong could sense that he had reached the final stretch of his assault on Masil's defenses.


In just a few moments, he would have Masil completely under his control!


……


"Wang Chong, you will regret this!"


Underground, Masil gave a howl of despair. As his Psychic Energy was thrown back again and again, it became weaker and weaker, no longer any match for Wang Chong's. He was on the verge of being controlled by Wang Chong just like the Behemoths. What shocked Masil the most was that while Wang Chong was mentally assaulting him, he was also obtaining all of Masil's experience in the mental domain. Wang Chong's attacks were becoming more and more proficient, even using the techniques he had learned against Masil.


Masil's chances of escaping Wang Chong's grasp were getting smaller and smaller.


Wang Chong's expression was cold and aloof. He ignored Masil's words and redoubled the assault.


"…Wang Chong, release me. I can be your slave and help you control the Behemoth Army!"


As the odor of death grew stronger and stronger, Masil restarted his pleas for mercy.


"Not necessary. I can control the Behemoth Army myself."


Wang Chong's stance was as firm as steel. He would show no mercy to this commander of the Behemoth Army.


Masil was at first dazed by Wang Chong's response, but he swiftly retorted, "Hahaha, do you think you understand all the secrets of the Behemoth Army? You can't control them! Only I, and I alone, can directly control them. I am their true master! Release me and let me live, and I will tell you everything!"


"That's not needed. Once I control you, I'll know all your secrets."


Wang Chong loathed Masil to the extreme and would hear none of his arguments.


"You won't get that chance. You still don't have a complete grasp of the mysteries of the Psychic Energy domain. If I self-destruct, you won't get anything," Masil anxiously said.


"Mm?"


Wang Chong's brow slightly creased, and he immediately relaxed his attacks.


"Right! Right! Release me! If you release me, I can tell you anything you want! You don't need to go through all this trouble. I can tell you everything."


Masil immediately saw a sliver of hope and latched onto it like a drowning man grasping at any straw.


Wang Chong fell silent. Although he did not completely trust Masil, he truly did have to consider the possibility that Masil's mind might self-destruct.


"Wang Chong, you are a great hero, the commander of the Tang. I am just a slave of the Arabian Empire, insignificant and without any status. Abu Muslim threatened to kill my entire family, forcing me to follow his orders. I'm just the knife being wielded in the hand of another. All of this has nothing to do with me. Why should you concern yourself over a lowly person like me? Releasing me will give you far more advantages than disadvantages. I can even sneak into the Arabian Empire for you and send you intelligence. Just think about it. The Arabs were the ones that started this war. Don't you want to get revenge on them?"


Masil continued to run his mouth, the pressure of death stimulating all his potential. He continued to speak, and as he noticed that Wang Chong was being slowly persuaded, he lowered his head and took on a meek expression, throwing aside all of his pride.


No one noticed that as Masil lowered his head, his fingers trembled, and a sinister gleam flitted through his eyes.


"…I'm just a lowly man. You saw my memories. I was born deformed, with everyone looking down on me and regarding me with disdain. I've always been someone else's slave or subordinate, existing for the will of others. Do you really want to bother yourself with a pitiful man like me… HAHA, REAPER, KILL HIM!"


In the final moment, Masil's expression turned savage, and the white bear that had been fighting with Ziyad and was just going past Wang Chong suddenly swung one of its enormous palms at Wang Chong.


"Ah!"


Everyone was stunned by this sight, and cries of alarm rose from all around. Even Ziyad showed a slight hint of shock, clueless as to what was going on. On the other end, the white palm was getting closer and closer to Wang Chong. Even with Saint Martial Tier 8 strength, Wang Chong would be doomed if the white bear struck him.


"Masil, you truly think too highly of yourself. You really thought your little tricks could fool me!"


Wang Chong apathetically spoke from atop the giant ape, his expression cold and unmoved.


Boom!


In a flash, as countless Tang soldiers looked on in unease and panic, and all the Arab soldiers hoped to see this palm crush Wang Chong, there was an enormous boom as the giant ape's other arm rose up and blocked the attack as if it had long ago been predicted.


Roooar!


The giant ape turned its head and furiously roared at the white bear.


"No!"


Masil cried out in despair as he slumped down upon the centipede monster's head. This time, his eyes were ashen, drained of all hope. In order to avoid Wang Chong's perception and furtively take control of the white bear Behemoth's palm, Masil had expended a great deal of energy, little expecting to fail once again.


"Now! …Accept your fate!"


A callous voice resounded in Masil's mind. This time, there was no more pity, no more hesitation. Brrroom! An enormous flood of Psychic Energy crushed the last sliver of Masil's consciousness. In scheming against Wang Chong, Masil had cut off his last chance to survive.


"Aah!"


Masil gave one last dying scream, so shrill that it penetrated through the ground and resounded over the entire battlefield. At this sound, both Abu Muslim and Ziyad grimaced.


"I curse you! Wang Chong, and all the Tang in the east! None of you will have a good death! One day, someone will come to avenge me! This war is far from over!"


Masil spat out this venomous curse, and then he was dead, his vitality severed and his aura utterly vanishing from the world.


"Truly seeking death!"


Wang Chong's expression was cold, and there was no pity in his eyes.


Masil's petty schemes had only hastened his death.


"Masil!"


"This bastard actually killed him!"


Abu Muslim and Ziyad, these two highest commanders of the Arab army, had completely different reactions from Wang Chong. Even when Wang Chong had taken control of the four Behemoths and begun to wreak havoc on the Arabs, Abu Muslim and Ziyad had only slightly paled and turned angry. But the death of Masil made these two illustrious and iron-fisted commanders of the Arab army turn ghastly pale.


Masil was not merely the commander of the Behemoth Army, but also one of the Caliph's favored ministers. If not for the fact that Masil had come on the Caliph's orders and Talas was so far from the eyes of the Caliph, Abu Muslim and Ziyad would have never been able to command Masil around.


More importantly, Masil did not know martial arts. He was just a weak-bodied Psychic Energy practitioner. He had been tasked by the Caliph with leading the Behemoths to assist the army in the east, and Abu Muslim and Ziyad, as the highest commanders of the east, had the duty of protecting him. But now, Masil was dead!!


Even though he was on the battlefield, Abu Muslim could already imagine the Caliph's wrathful expression once he learned of this news.
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The Arabian Empire had an extremely strict hierarchy, and if the commander of the vital Behemoth Army died in battle because of Abu Muslim, not even he, hailed as the strongest Governor of the East in history, could bear the responsibility.


"Wang Chong, you will pay a price for this! I will personally kill you and have you buried together with Masil!"


Abu Muslim's expression was contorted with rage.


"Asmodai's Fury!"


Abu Muslim immediately unleashed his strongest attack. Behind him, Asmodai, one of the Seventy-Two Demon God Pillars, began to split its three heads apart, each one clearly showing signs of creating its own body. In this moment, Abu Muslim's power increase by nearly forty percent.


"Die for me!"


At almost the same time, Deputy Governor Ziyad grasped the bronze Ocean Ring and threw it at Wang Chong. These two highest commanders of the Arab army stimulated all their energy in their frenzied assault against Wang Chong.


Boomboomboom!


The governor and his deputy unleashed a flurry of assaults on the giant ape, from the front and back, left and right. They covered every possible angle, saturating every last inch of the space around Wang Chong.


Space itself began to crack under their assault, pitch-black and twisted fissures appearing. The boundless power even made the earth drone and quake as if an earthquake was happening. Moreover, under the attacks of these two commanders, even the supreme Consecrated began to appear unsteady, large bruises appearing on its body as it was forced into a passive position.


For something as powerful as the Consecrated, this sort of situation was difficult to imagine.


"Abu Muslim, Ziyad, it's pointless."


Wang Chong stood on the shoulder of the giant ape and shook his head at the two Arabs. Darks clouds were gathering overhead, and as Wang Chong looked around, he could see fierce winds raging over the battlefield while shrill whistles like the wailing of ghosts filled his ears. But Wang Chong remained calm, his expression utterly unmoved.


"All of this is in vain. Your attacks can't even break the defense of the giant ape, much less threaten me!"


Wang Chong towered like a rock in the middle of a river. Abu Muslim and Ziyad had no idea that what they were facing was not Wang Chong, but the veteran and supreme War Saint of the Central Plains, an individual who had taken the last force of soldiers in the entire continent and fought with the otherworldly invaders for decades. This was a top-class commander who had been refined through blood and fire.


Boom, boom, bang! Neither Abu Muslim nor Ziyad slowed their attacks. On the contrary, they only increased their intensity.


"Impudent! I'd like to see just how long you can hold on!"


"Who cares if you can control the Behemoths! No matter how large a price must be paid, I will kill you! If I don't kill you, I will never be able to rest!"


Ziyad's expression was ice-cold. Although Wang Chong was able to control the giant ape, both he and Abu Muslim could sense that Wang Chong's own cultivation level was not high enough. He was only at Saint Martial Tier 8, not even at the Great General level.


If not for the fact that the Consecrated, the strongest of the four Behemoths, had constantly been impeding them, either he or Abu Muslim would have been able to easily pulverize Wang Chong.


Behemoths were no warriors. Their defenses could not be so tight. A flaw would pop up eventually, and that moment would spell Wang Chong's demise!


Buzz!


Just when Ziyad had decided to kill Wang Chong at any cost, the sky suddenly dimmed as a massive shadow fell over Ziyad. Ziyad's expression froze as he slowly turned his head, and what he saw was a giant figure with two scarlet eyes staring emotionlessly at him.


"The Burning One!"


Ziyad's heart went cold as he recognized this beast. This Fire element Behemoth had somehow managed to advance so close to him without his knowledge. But this was not the only reason Ziyad's heart went cold. As he looked around, he saw that all four of the Arabian Behemoths had surrounded this area. Together with the Consecrated, they blocked off the north, south, east, and west, surrounding Abu Muslim and Ziyad.


Although Ziyad and Abu Muslim were hailed as the strongest of the empire's east, these mighty and vigorous Behemoths made them seem like tiny ants.


"Didn't you want to fight? Then come."


Wang Chong coldly smiled at the pair, and with a thought, all four Behemoths moved as one. Thunder seemed to boom as the entire world lost its luster to the attacks of the four Behemoths.


Bang!


Two enormous palms swept toward Ziyad from the left and right, sending him flying. At almost the same time, a dazzling tongue of flame brighter than the sun and three beast palms as large as mountains collided with the Governor of Iron and Blood.


"Pillar of Asmodai!"


Abu Muslim was stronger than Ziyad, so even though he also had not predicted that all four Behemoths would gather here, he still managed to react very quickly. The dark clouds in the sky churned as rivers of black energy gathered in front of Abu Muslim. As light and shadow shifted, an enormous pillar of gold and red appeared and engulfed Abu Muslim.


In the myths of Arabia, Asmodai was a demon god who protected treasure. It had buried countless priceless treasures all across the sea, any of which was sufficient to drive a human king to madness. As the protector of these treasures, Asmodai also possessed an impressive defensive ability to complement its power. This ability was the Pillar of Asmodai.


That Abu Muslim had been able to conquer so many countries and fight with so many Great Generals while emerging unscathed was largely due to this technique. At his peak condition, Abu Muslim could use this technique to block a joint attack from three Great Generals.


Rumble!


The Burning One's flame and the palms of the other Behemoths struck the Pillar of Asmodai. Several explosions and shockwaves swept through the air, smoke and flames covered an area of more than one hundred zhang, and destructive winds and streams of energy swept over the entire battlefield.


Clang! A steel wall that weighed tens of thousands of jin was struck by a stream of energy and was blown off the ground, crumpling into a twisted pile of scrap metal. On the other end, the distant city of Talas also suffered a massive blow. The entire city quaked and trembled, causing dust to cascade from its walls.


Even the massive gates forged from Xuan Metal groaned as they caved in.


In the air, the battle of Abu Muslim versus four Behemoths was quickly decided. The enormous Pillar of Asmodai had only been able to last a secnod before exploding into smithereens. Even the stronghold of the Pillar of Asmodai could not stop the attacks of four Behemoths.


"Ah!"


Abu Muslim rolled through the air like a cannonball, traveling one thousand zhang. However, at the final moment, Abu Muslim managed to use an invisible energy to go from extreme movement to a sudden stop.


"!!!"


At this sight, the heavily-injured Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, and Wang Yan, who were all watching from a distance, were stunned. Even Wang Chong, who was watching from the shoulder of the giant ape, couldn't help but widen his eyes. He was well aware of the sheer power of the Behemoths.


Putting aside the power of Abu Muslim's attacks, the impressive defensive capabilities he showed were enough to chill one's heart.


But suddenly, there was a crack! The deep black armor Abu Muslim wore, made from some unknown material, cracked all over, and then it exploded into countless shards that rained down over the battlefield.


Abu Muslim's expression froze, and then he lowered his head and grimaced.


The Armor of B'hemah!


In the Arabic language, 'B'hemah' represented the great earth, firmness, and war. B'hemah was an enormous beast of hell, and it was rumored that B'hemah was born from the earth itself, subsisting on war, slaughter, and fear. Because it was born from the earth, it was endowed with impressive offensive and defensive powers.


It was the basis of an armor that all commanders who enjoyed war and slaughter would greatly cherish!


From the moment it was created, the Armor of B'hemah had passed through the hands of more than two hundred legendary commanders and Great Generals. This armor had an extremely long history, and almost no one west of the Cong Mountains did not know of this most precious suit of armor. Twenty years ago, during his conquest of the Sassanid Dynasty, Abu Muslim had obtained this suit of armor from the tomb of a legendary Sassanid marshal.


Abu Muslim had always treated it as a precious treasure, one even more valuable than the Eye of the Demon God.


Abu Muslim was able to stand invincible on the battlefield and rise above the countless powerful generals of the Arabian Empire to become the most powerful, most intimidating, and most iron-fisted governor in this history of Arabia's east through the power of this Armor of B'hemah.
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The Armor of B'hemah was sturdy beyond compare. It was capable of blocking the attacks of almost every kind of weapon and greatly reducing the power of attacks. Abu Muslim had felt like there was nothing in the world that could destroy the Armor of B'hemah. But now, this powerful Armor of B'hemah had been thoroughly shattered by the joint attacks of four Behemoths!


Abu Muslim was dumbfounded!


"Abu Muslim, I know you like to fight. Come; let's fight until the end!"


Wang Chong's voice resounded through the sky as he looked at the faraway Abu Muslim with a playful smile. No matter how powerful Abu Muslim was or how many of Arabia's treasures he had gathered, by mastering the four Behemoths, Wang Chong wielded the strongest force on this battlefield. No weapon could compare to this might.


No single party in this place could resist the simultaneous assault of four Behemoths!


Whoosh!


Wang Chong had barely spoken when another enormous tongue of flame swept toward Abu Muslim. While Abu Muslim had been iron-fisted and callous before, daring enough to rely on the Eye of the Demon God to fight alone against the Consecrated, he was now restrained, his body dashing to the side to barely avoid the Burning One's attack.


"Hmph! Think you can escape?"


Wang Chong sneered, knowing that Abu Muslim was now completely following his tempo. Whichever one of the Behemoths attacked, they would drain his energy until finally, he would have to face three Behemoths at once, at which point his death could be the only result. Roooar! The Consecrated suddenly opened its mouth, revealing its sharp teeth, and then began to flail around both its arms as it lunged at Abu Muslim. It was swiftly followed by the Reaper and the other Behemoth.


"Asmodai's Fury!"


Abu Muslim paled and fired off a powerful punch, at the same time rapidly retreating to the west. But before he could get far, another gout of flame cut off his path of retreat. In the face of a full-power attack from the Burning One and without the Armor of B'hemah, even Abu Muslim was forced to evade.


"If you want to leave now, it won't be so easy!"


Wang Chong coldly smiled as he commanded the three other Behemoths to surround Abu Muslim. Abu Muslim was extremely strong, stronger even than Gao Xianzhi, and he also possessed astonishing defensive capabilities. In these aspects, Abu Muslim was the best Great General that Wang Chong had ever seen. But in terms of battlefield experience and techniques, Abu Muslim would not be able to find any advantage against Wang Chong.


Bang!


A giant bear palm swung toward Abu Muslim from the front while another giant palm swatted at him from the rear. At the same time, Wang Chong commanded the Consecrated to get up close and swing down its arms over Abu Muslim's head with the weight of Mount Tai. The three Behemoths worked in perfect harmony, weaving together their attacks so tightly that there was no time to catch one's breath.


Abu Muslim dodged to the left and right to avoid this flurry of attacks, his face ashen and his grimace getting worse and worse as time went on, but he remained silent. At this stage of the battle, even someone as callous as Abu Muslim had nothing to say. Abu Muslim could not escape the blame for allowing the battle to descend into such a dire situation.


But as the commander of the army, even though he knew it was impossible to stand against Wang Chong, Abu Muslim still persisted, hoping to find that one last sliver of hope, hoping to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat and reverse this unprecedented rout.


But at this moment, a scream suddenly filled his ears.


"Ziyad!"


Abu Muslim's expression flickered as he recognized the voice. His heart tensing up, he immediately turned his head and saw that Ziyad, holding the Ocean Ring, had been struck by a fierce flame from the Burning One. Behind Ziyad, Abu Muslim also spotted what appeared to be a monster in the shape of a centipede.


"That's Masil's pet!"


Abu Muslim recognized this centipede monster. At some point, Wang Chong had taken control over this monster and sneaked it around behind Ziyad. It was precisely the abrupt appearance of this centipede monster blocking Ziyad's retreat that caused Ziyad to be struck by the Burning One's attack.


On the surface, Wang Chong had been putting all his effort into dealing with Abu Muslim, but this had actually been a diversion so he could attack Ziyad.


Upon understanding this, Abu Muslim felt his heart sink, and he felt an intense apprehension toward Wang Chong. This young Tang commander had extremely meticulous plans, making him far more frightening than any opponent he had ever faced.


"An excellent chance!"


Wang Chong had been observing Abu Muslim this entire time. On the surface, the assault on Abu Muslim had just been a diversion so that he could deal with Ziyad, but Wang Chong's true goal had never really changed, had always been the highest Arab commander of the east. The moment Abu Muslim turned his head to Ziyad, Wang Chong immediately sensed that his moment had come.


An expert of Abu Muslim's level had far too many skills and experiences to draw on. Even with four destructive and mighty Behemoths under his command, Wang Chong found it extremely difficult to kill him. Only by producing a slight flaw in his mindset would he have a chance of success.


Bang!


The moment Abu Muslim diverted his attention, Wang Chong had the giant ape, white bear, and the third Behemoth form a triangle that surrounded Abu Muslim in the center. The three Behemoths attacked simultaneously, cutting off all of Abu Muslim's paths of retreat.


This was an incredibly rare opportunity that Wang Chong had been waiting for all this time, the strength in the Behemoths building up to incredible levels. Even before the enormous Behemoth palms had landed, the space in their center was made into a true vacuum by the sheer pressure. Without the protection of the Armor of B'hemah, Abu Muslim could only grimace at this terrifying assault.


For the first time in his life, the Governor of Iron and Blood smelled the pungent scent of death.


But suddenly, Abu Muslim's thick brows rose as if he had noticed something. Bzzz! Before the attacks of the three Behemoths could fall, Abu Muslim slipped, like a fish through a net, through a gap in the attacks of the three Behemoths and out of Wang Chong's lethal trap.


"Ziyad, hurry and get out of here!"


Abu Muslim pushed back the enormous Burning One with a tremendous punch, buying some time for Ziyad to catch his breath, and then swiftly fled into the distance. Although he was unwilling, Abu Muslim had finally decided to cease his struggles.


Although Wang Chong's Saint Martial Tier 8 level of strength wasn't even worth a glance from Abu Muslim, the intelligence and abilities he had displayed made Abu Muslim extremely uneasy.


Under his command, the four Behemoths displayed an unimaginable power that not even the Arabs could produce. Moreover, these Behemoths also worked together in astonishing harmony.


Despite Ziyad's injuries, the assistance of Abu Muslim allowed him to smoothly escape. Without the slightest hesitation, his body flashed forward to catch up to Abu Muslim.


This time, however, Wang Chong did not pursue.


What's going on here?


Wang Chong's mind was in turmoil. He twisted his head to look at the nearby white bear, a dark cloud of worry on his brow.


Based on his original plan, the power of the three Behemoths was enough to either heavily injure or kill Abu Muslim, but when the three Behemoths had been preparing to deal the final blow, the white bear Behemoth had slowed down for half a beat. This minor delay had instantly created a gap in the trap that Abu Muslim had used to successfully escape.


I already have complete control over the four Behemoths: their limbs, torso, muscles, skin… How did this sort of thing happen?


Wang Chong was keenly aware that this was no normal development. But there was no time to think, and Wang Chong quickly turned his gaze to the front.


"All soldiers, hear my order. Reform and attack!"


Abu Muslim was fast, and Ziyad was only a little slower. Wang Chong would not be able to catch up to these two commanders, but it was different for the soldiers they had left behind. Moreover, besides the Arab soldiers, Wang Chong was still confronting one other enormous threat: the Skyquaking Giants!


Whoosh!


The Burning One raised its head and fired a gout of flame, striking a Skyquaking Giant a hundred zhang away.


With a scream, the eighteen-meter Skyquaking Giant was set aflame.


Wang Chong only glanced at this scene before shifting his gaze to the overall battlefield. From his vantage point on the giant ape, he could see countless Skyquaking Giants roaring as they tore through the battlefield.


Although the Skyquaking Giants were strong, their lack of intelligence was on full display. Wang Chong had taken control of the four Behemoths and now dominated the battlefield, causing countless Arab soldiers to retreat to the west in panic. Even Abu Muslim and Ziyad had been forced to beat a temporary retreat.


But these Skyquaking Giants remained unaware, all of them immersed in the battle before them. More than eighty percent of the Skyquaking Army was still fighting and showing no intention of retreating.


"Truly stubborn things! No wonder Abu Muslim only waited until the critical moment to let them out," Wang Chong coldly said.


In the past, five or six of these enormous Skyquaking Giants would have been enough to deal a heavy blow to the Great Tang, but with the four Behemoths, these Skyquaking Giants were no longer worth mentioning.


The Skyquaking Giants might have been powerful, but before the dreadful Behemoths which were endowed with frightening offensive and defensive powers, they were little more than grains of dust.
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Roooar!


The white bear Behemoth roared as it shot forward, swinging down its enormous palm. A Skyquaking Giant raised his hands in fear and screamed as he was crushed into pulp.


At almost the same time, at Wang Chong's command, the giant ape punched two twenty-meter-tall Skyquaking Giants, rendering their dark-green Giant God Armor into scrap metal and their bodies into two. The power of the Consecrated was far greater than that of the Burning One or the other Behemoths, and the Skyquaking Giants were certainly no match for it.


"Kill him!"


Surprisingly, the sight of their comrades being slaughtered failed to strike fear into the nearby Skyquaking Giants. Instead of fleeing, their eyes filled with bloodlust toward the giant ape.


The call of a single Skyquaking Giant immediately caused the earth to thunder. Eight Skyquaking Giants, their heights ranging from eighteen to twenty-three meters, furiously roared as they heedlessly threw themselves at the giant ape.


Boom! These Skyquaking Giants, wielding shields and long spears, nimbly attacked the giant ape from all angles.


Raaaaa! Some of the Skyquaking Giants even leaped onto the giant ape's body and began climbing up towards its head. Their spears, shields and fists unleashed a storm of blows on the giant ape.


These Skyquaking Giants possessed incredible strength—one punch of theirs could shatter mountains and sunder steel. However, all of their attacks were blocked by the giant ape's tenacious hide.


Wang Chong could only shake his head at this sight. Boom! The ape's enormous arm descended from the sky, flattening the Skyquaking Giants that were trying to climb up its back. Blood squirted out from the green suits of armor in veritable waterfalls.


Bang!


A savage giant holding aloft his shield as he leaped through the air was struck by a punch from its left arm. Kacrack! The shield shattered as the tremendous power of this punch shattered every bone in the giant's body and made blood gush out of every orifice. Thud! The Skyquaking Giant crashed to the ground like a punctured leather bag.


Boom! Bang! Crash! The giant ape was both swift and nimble. It slashed and swept with its arms, kicked with its feet, and slapped with its palms, using all kinds of techniques to paint the sky with the blood of these giants. A few seconds later, their corpses lay scattered across the ground, motionless.


It was far too easy for the giant ape to deal with these giants.


As the four Behemoths began to move, the Skyquaking Giants which had been like a thorn in the heart of the Tang instantly suffered heavy casualties. Twenty, fifty, eighty, one hundred and twenty… The Behemoths dealt with the Skyquaking Giant like they were cutting melons, and the mighty figures of the giants continually crashed to the ground.


As one batch of Skyquaking Giants after another charged fearlessly into the fray, another batch would be cut down like weeds. Finally…


"Run away!"


There was a wretched scream as the giants finally felt fear at the overwhelming power of the Behemoths. A Skyquaking Giant who was charging at the giant ape saw the bodies of his fallen comrades and stopped, fear appearing in his eyes as turned around and began to flee.


The first was the herald for a second, a third…


Although the giants had sacrificed intelligence for strength, becoming so dense that they had failed to notice the shift on the battlefield, they were still beings that possessed some modicum of intelligence. Even they knew to be afraid of death.


The rout was almost immediate, their courage crumbling rapidly. All the Skyquaking Giants finally lost their nerve and began to follow the Arabs westward.


By this time, nearly three hundred giants had already fallen.


"Kill!"


With the crisis of the Skyquaking Giants averted, all the Tang soldiers breathed a sigh of relief. Taking out their weapons, they swept toward the distant Arabs in a lethal tide. Whether it was the Behemoths or the Skyquaking Giants, these were not normal beings that commonly appeared on the battlefield.


In the end, it was soldiers that fought soldiers!


That was their kind of war!


……


"Damn it! What is going on here? How did Masil's Behemoth Army fall under the control of these eastern humans? And where is the bastard himself?"


No one was more panicked and dismayed at this moment than the commander of the Skyquaking Army, Ghareeb Hassam. Even now, he couldn't figure out how this battle in which victory had been certain had morphed into a defeat. Even the illustrious Governor of the East Abu Muslim and his deputy Ziyad had fled. And his heart chilled at the fact that more than two hundred of the mighty Skyquaking Army had been killed in such a brief period of time.


"Hurry and leave this place! These Tang are far stronger than rumored. We can't stay and fight here. If we don't flee, we really might die here!"


Ghareeb Hassam was panicked and anxious as he endeavored to flee. But then, he noticed something that immediately made him fume with rage.


"These bastards! They're actually running away faster than me!"


Several hundred meters in front of Ghareeb Hassam, the Skyquaking Giants were fleeing for their lives, outrunning Ghareeb Hassam. This made Ghareeb Hassam want nothing more than to catch up to them and knock them to the ground.


Just when Ghareeb Hassam was prepared to catch up, he suddenly felt a strange feeling. In the blink of an eye, a flame more dazzling than the sun exploded in front of him. Ghareeb Hassam reeled back in shock.


But this was not the end. Booom! Something whistled through the sky, stirring up a storm as it crashed down in front of Ghareeb Hassam. When he saw the giant ape that had emerged before him, Ghareeb Hassam paled in consternation.


The Consecrated!


Ghareeb Hassam had never imagined that this strongest of the Behemoths would appear to block his path.


"Everyone else can leave, but you should obediently stay!" came a voice from the giant ape's shoulder. Wang Chong looked down with a scornful gaze, his expression callous and his voice determined as he spoke to the giant commander.


There was no one more powerful in this army of giants than the 'King of Giants'. He was nearly thirty meters in height, standing out like a crane amongst chickens, even amongst the other giants. But this was far from the only reason Wang Chong was determined to make him remain. Wang Chong's gaze swept from Ghareeb Hassam's head to his neck, chest, and finally to the enormous war halo under his feet.


This King of Giants was not different from the other giants merely because of his title, but because of that vast sea of energy that Wang Chong could sense from him.


Wang Chong had encountered giants in the war of the southwest, but this was the first time he had encountered a giant that knew martial arts. He had vast Stellar Energy reserves, and though he was not at the Brigadier General level, in terms of pure 'power', not even twenty Brigadier Generals could compare to him. Not even Great Generals could compare to him in this aspect.


In Wang Chong's eyes, this was a moving and breathing Stellar Energy warehouse.


With this battle going on and Wang Chong, Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, and Wang Yan all badly injured, the King of Giants could not be allowed to leave.


"Foul brat, don't get too arrogant. You think I don't know that you're the one controlling the Behemoths? Although I can't beat the Consecrated, I can easily defeat you," Ghareeb Hassam roared at Wang Chong.


"Oh?"


Wang Chong's eyes widened in surprise. If this King of Giants was able to see the crux of the problem, then he was apparently smarter than he looked.


"A giant that can provoke me is truly interesting. But you should still just obediently lie down for me!"


Wang Chong grinned and swiftly ordered the giant ape to attack. Boom! The air howled as the ape's steely fist thundered toward Ghareeb Hassam. Ghareeb Hassam's expression flickered, and all he had time for was crossing his arms and taking up a defensive posture.


Ghareeb Hassam was very powerful, but there was still a large gap between him and the giant ape. Bang! It struck Ghareeb Hassam on the left shoulder, shattering the armor there and launching him like a cannonball. Boom! He crashed into the ground, creating a giant pit.


"Mm?"


But punching Ghareeb Hassam not only brought little pleasure to Wang Chong, but made him stop. His brows furrowed as he looked down at the giant ape's arm. Wang Chong was under the impression that the giant ape's fist would strike Ghareeb Hassam's chest, not the left arm. Such a blow would have been sufficient to heavily injure Ghareeb Hassam and deprive him of all his fighting strength. But for some reason, the Consecrated's attack had veered off at the last second.


"What is going on here?"


The sense of wrongness that Wang Chong felt was getting stronger and stronger. Whether it was the gap the white bear had revealed while trapping Abu Muslim or the sudden shift of the Consecrated's attack, Wang Chong felt that ever since Masil had died, his control over the Behemoths had become much less smooth.
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"Could all this be related to Masil?"


As Wang Chong thought about Masil's last words, his brow creased even more. He knew all of Masil's secrets already, and he had already won a complete victory in the battle of Psychic Energy, so Masil shouldn't have been able to hide anything from him. Moreover, his control over the Behemoths was just growing more sluggish. It might have just been because he had been controlling them for too long. There might not have been any real problem.


With these thoughts, Wang Chong quickly calmed down and looked into the distance. On the ground, the King of Giants Ghareeb Hassam was in much better condition than expected, as he had not been struck in a vital point.


"Damn thing! Don't give me another chance. Otherwise, I'll eat you alive, tear you to pieces!"


As he crawled out of the ground, Ghareeb Hassam clenched his teeth in fury.


Wang Chong only sneered at these words. He understood Arabic and could understand everything this King of Giants said, but he did not argue or refute. He only quietly stared at Ghareeb Hassam and then gave the order.


Boom!


As Ghareeb Hassam raged and cursed, the sky overhead dimmed, and an enormous palm gave Ghareeb Hassam's back a hefty slap. Rooooar! The enormous white bear withdrew its palm and roared after knocking Ghareeb Hassam unconscious.


"Still not smart enough!"


Wang Chong faintly smiled and swiftly turned the giant ape to begin striding toward the front lines. The battle was decided. The Skyquaking Army had fled and Abu Muslim and Ziyad had chosen to withdraw, so all that remained was to pursue the Arab soldiers. Unlike before, the Arabs had lost almost entirely elites in this battle. It was time to strike while the iron was hot and reap a greater harvest.


Boom! Boom! Boom! The giant ape swiftly strode forward. As Wang Chong observed the battlefield from its shoulder, he could hear countless panicked screams. More than one hundred thousand Arab cavalry had thrown aside their weapons and armor in their mad flight to the west. Behind them, the Tang army had gathered and was in hot pursuit.


Wherever the black tide of Tang soldiers reached, the Arabs would be cut down in great swaths. For the first time, the number of Arab corpses exceeded the number of Tang corpses.


"Now is the time for all of you to pay the price!"


Wang Chong had a smile on his face, but it quickly faded. He suddenly smelled a pungent odor carried along by the wind. He initially disregarded it, but he soon realized that this odor was only getting thicker, not fading away. Based on what Wang Chong could sense, this odor was coming from somewhere very close.


Drip!


The trickling and dripping of a liquid reached his ears. Though extremely soft, this sound was like a thunderclap to an expert of Wang Chong's level. More importantly, the pungent odor multiplied in intensity.


"This is…?"


Wang Chong subconsciously turned his head, and witnessed a dumbfounding sight.


Black trickles of blood were flowing down from the giant ape's left ear. The pungent odor Wang Chong had smelled had come from this blood. Wang Chong had been focused on the battlefield the entire time, but when he turned his gaze to the giant ape's face, he suddenly realized that as this black blood dripped down, a look of pain appeared on the giant ape's face.


"!!!"


No matter how slow Wang Chong was, he realized that something was wrong now. Wang Chong swiftly turned his gaze to the other Behemoths. Just as expected, he could also see grimaces of pain on their faces.


With regards to the weakest Behemoth, the Burning One, Wang Chong had only noticed that it was still spitting its flames, but only now did Wang Chong realize that the flames had lost all accuracy. He had only failed to see this because he had not ordered the Burning One to fire at any specific target.


Besides that, he could also see that the Burning One's body was faintly trembling as if it was unable to stand steady.


Wang Chong's heart sank and his face paled. Bzzz! A bolt of Psychic Energy shot through the air, burrowing through the center of the Burning One's forehead.


"How could it be like this?!"


When he saw what was going on in the Burning One's mind, he instantly found it impossible to keep his composure. Psychic Energy experts could control the Behemoths by occupying vital channels in their brains, and Wang Chong would have remained unconcerned as long as the channels remained normal. But when Wang Chong swept his Psychic Energy through the Burning One's brain, he realized that this fire lizard was in an extremely poor state.


Although those vital channels in its brain were still normal, the rest of its brain was clearly withering away, some parts already black from necrosis.


This was what had made his heart sink like a stone.


"This shouldn't be!"


Wang Chong's mind reeled in shock. This situation was terrible news. But right now, he could not determine if this was simply a coincidence or if things were really as bad as he imagined. Bzzz!Wang Chong immediately withdrew his Psychic Energy and sent it into the white bear.


At first glance, the white bear's brain did not seem as withered as the Burning One's, but when Wang Chong scanned the other parts of the white bear's body, his optimism waned. The white bear's veins and arteries were beginning to bulge and crack. The white bear appeared fine on the surface, but its internals were a disaster zone.


In addition, as Wang Chong scanned the other parts of the white bear's brain, he noticed that two channels related to Psychic Energy were showing signs of strain.


"How could this be!"


Wang Chong's mind was trembling as he sent his Psychic Energy into the last Behemoth. Just as predicted, the last Behemoth's brain was in similar disarray. Wang Chong began to sense an ill foreboding.


Is this because the minds of the Behemoths can't endure long-term mental control?


This was the first possibility Wang Chong could think of.


The Behemoths were so enormously powerful that even Imperial Great Generals found them difficult to fight, but their weakness was their brains. Although they were massive, the four Behemoths, including the strongest Consecrated, had brains that were completely at odds with their body. This was why Wang Chong could control them.


But this sort of control had a price. Wang Chong had no way to confirm his speculation that the withering of their brains was due to Psychic Energy, but even if that wasn't the case, it had to be related.


The Behemoths had the strength to dominate this battlefield. Anyone who controlled them would decide the outcome of the battle.


Wang Chong was currently facing a dilemma. He could control these four Behemoths until their brains completely withered away and died, or he could release his control of the Behemoths and delay their deaths. However, if this were to occur, the nature of the Behemoths would mean that they would certainly wreak havoc in the Tang army. Moreover, the fleeing Abu Muslim and Ziyad could use this chance to regather their army and launch a counterattack.


Such an event would result in defeat on the verge of victory.


Whoosh!


The winds howled around him, blowing his hair into disarray. Wang Chong stood unmoving on the giant ape's shoulder, his mind in turmoil.


Release the Behemoths or watch them die—Wang Chong had to make a decision as quickly as possible!


"Chong-er! Hurry! Now is the best time to attack the Arabs!" shouted a vigorous voice from the ground. Wang Yan was riding toward Wang Chong on a bulky horse, his voice rousing his son from his stupor.


"Yes! Father, your child understands!"


Wang Chong blinked as his eyes refocused. He knew what he had to do.


The earth shook as the four momentarily still Behemoths slowly began to move once more, leading the army in pursuit of the Arabs.


"Fourth, fifth, sixth, and seventh units, hear my order! All of you remain in the rear to guard against an attack from the Tibetans and Western Turks! The rest of you, pursue!"


Wang Chong's voice rang out over the battlefield. Although the battle was won, Dalun Ruozan and his Tibetan soldiers still posed a problem. If they were attacked in the rear while pursuing the Arabs and lost Talas, they would have given up a major advantage for a minor gain.


"Yes, Lord Marquis!"


Energetic voices came from the rear. In the eyes of the soldiers, Wang Chong was a god. No matter how strong their enemy or how many there were, all of them believed with absolute conviction that they would emerge victorious.


Since he had made his decision, Wang Chong did not hesitate, ordering the four Behemoths to advance at full speed, causing them to even outrun the warhorses.


Each step of the Behemoths covered ten-some zhang, and in a few moments, they had caught up to the fleeing Arabs. Flames, bear palms, steely fists, and other kinds of attacks immediately began to rain down on the fleeing soldiers.


"Ah!"


Wretched screams filled the battlefield as the Arabs were mowed down. Sixty thousand, sixty-eight thousand, seventy thousand, eighty thousand… Nearly half of the two hundred thousand Arab soldiers had now died, and their losses were continuing to expand. This was an absolute nightmare to the Arab soldiers.


"Scram! Don't block my way!"


"I'm a general! Get out of my way!"


"Ruuun! The Behemoths have caught up! ….AAAAAH!"


In front of the menace of death, everyone was the same, whether they were Tibetan, Turk, Arab, or Tang. The Arabs had been full of vim and vigor when they were chasing the defeated Tang, but now, they were bursting with fear. There was no cohesion in their ranks, horse and man trampling over each other as they fled.
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"Stop! Get in line!"


In the chaos, an Arab general attempted to restrain and consolidate the army to prevent the soldiers from running over each other. But not long after he issued this order, an enormous foot squashed both him and the formations of soldiers that had just formed up into paste.


"Forget about the formations! Run!"


Screams came from behind the fleeing Arabs, but were swiftly extinguished as if someone had snapped their necks, causing shivers of fear to run through everyone who heard them.


This almost corporeal threat of death made even the bravest Arab soldier panic. But now that Wang Chong had stimulated all the potential of these Behemoths, these Arab soldiers could not flee fast enough. Eighty thousand, ninety thousand, ninety-six thousand… the Arab losses soared. Countless severed limbs, Arabian scimitars, and suits of armor carpeted the ground amidst seas and rivers of blood.


"It's over! The Arabs have lost this battle. There's no more suspense about that!"


On the high hills, amidst blustery winds, the three Tibetan commanders felt depressed. It was like the defeat of the Arabs had been their own defeat.


If the lips died, the teeth would be exposed to the chill. If the doughty Arabs had lost to the Tang, then it would be even more difficult for the Tibetans and their meager force to win.


"We should prepare to withdraw. If we stick around, we will be the ones suffering terrible losses!"


Huoshu Huicang's first thought was to retreat. Just one of the Behemoths the Arabs had raised was enough to inflict massive losses on his men, let alone four.


"But the Arabs are still our allies. Before withdrawing, should we launch a diversionary assault to help them escape?" Dusong Mangpoje said, his mind in a complicated mood. He turned his head to Dalun Ruozan. Dalun Ruozan had made all the preparations and planning for this campaign, so only he could decide whether to withdraw or stay.


Dalun Ruozan said nothing. He calmly looked forward, his large sleeve flapping in the wind. Neither Huoshu Huicang nor Dusong Mangpoje could tell what he was thinking.


"No rush!" Dalun Ruozan suddenly said. "The Arabs truly have lost, but this war was far from as simple as you think it is."


With these final words, Dalun Ruozan focused his eyes on the Behemoths, a sharpness to his gaze.


……


At this moment, on the western battlefield of Talas, the Arabs were in complete disarray as they retreated.


I just hope that they can last as long as possible. That's all I can do! Wang Chong quietly said to himself.


Even though numerous Arabs were being felled, Wang Chong was not as happy or excited as one would imagine. His mind was controlling the four Behemoths, so he could clearly sense the changes in their bodies.


Fwoosh!


As the Burning One spat out flame after flame, it was no longer just suffering a problem of accuracy. Even the strength and heat of the flames were decreasing. Its body was shuddering and swaying, and though it hadn't collapsed yet, each step seemed to take all the strength in its body. Each stagger forward seemed ready to turn into a full fall.


Nearby, the white bear Behemoth's savage eyes were growing more and more crazed, and though its large mouth was opening and closing again and again, it made no noise. Only Wang Chong understood that its internals were in complete shambles, with many of the channels controlling its voice and body severely damaged. Its actions were increasingly uncoordinated, increasingly sluggish. In controlling it, Wang Chong had to consume far more Psychic Energy than at any point previous.


Next to the white bear Behemoth, the third Behemoth was faring no better.


Each second Wang Chong controlled the Behemoths, their condition worsened.


Boom!


After some time, there was an enormous boom as the weakest of the Behemoths, the Burning One, stiffened up and abruptly crashed to the ground, stirring vast clouds of dust. Its eyes closed, and it ceased to move. So sudden and unexpected was this event that it wasn't just the Tang soldiers who were stunned. Even the distant Abu Muslim and Ziyad were dumbfounded.


"It's the Burning One!"


"What's going on here!"


The two Arab commanders had heard that thunderous crash and turned their heads to the giant lizard lying motionless in that vast cloud of dust.


Everyone knew the strength of the Behemoths. If the Great Tang continued to lead these four Behemoths in pursuit of the Arab army, Abu Muslim and Ziyad would have to order the army to keep retreating, no matter how reluctant they were in making that decision. They might have even had to retreat past Samarkand all the way to Khorasan. But now they looked at the unmoving Burning One, then they looked at each other, both seeing the queer look in the other's eyes.


"Milord, before, with this Behemoth…" Ziyad said hesitantly.


The moment the Burning One fell, its aura had completely vanished, signifying that yet another Behemoth had perished on the battlefield of Talas. Ziyad had no idea what had happened, but if there was one person present who could singlehandedly injure the Burning One, perhaps even kill it, it could only be Abu Muslim with his Seventy-Two Demon God Pillars Art.


"It wasn't me!"


Abu Muslim's brow was tightly furrowed. Although Ziyad had not finished his question, Abu Muslim understood what he was trying to say.


"The Burning One might not have as strong of a defense as the Consecrated and the other Behemoths, but killing it is still no easy task. Moreover, I was busy fighting with that Tang Qixi Protector-General. I had no time to deal with the Burning One."


Ziyad was stunned by these words.


If it was not Abu Muslim, just who would have the ability to kill the Burning One? Could it have been the Tang? But that was just absurd!


The death of the Burning One did not slow the Tang pursuit. The Arabs continued to suffer massive losses, their bodies strewn across the battlefield.


Awooooo!


After another interval, the white bear Behemoth suddenly halted its pursuit. With a brutal look in its eyes, it raised its front two paws and began to madly attack the surrounding ground and its own body. The air resounded with booms and bangs as gravel and dust soared into the skies.


"Ah!"


"Run! The white bear Behemoth has gone crazy! Everyone, keep your distance!"


The Great Tang soldiers that had been following the white bear Behemoth backed away in fright. If the white bear Behemoth attacked the Tang soldiers in its madness, it would no longer be just the Arabs taking on severe losses. But everyone soon realized that though the white bear Behemoth had gone insane, it remained where it was, neither advancing nor falling back.


The second one…


Standing on the giant ape's shoulder, Wang Chong looked on in grief at the white bear Behemoth. He had thought that by taking control of the four Behemoths, he had obtained a powerful force, but now, another Behemoth had followed the Burning One in entering its death throes. The white bear was in the final madness that heralded its death. Booom! After a few more moments, the enormous white bear crashed to the ground and breathed its last. At the moment of its death, blood gushed out from the cracks in its skin, drenching its snow-white fur in red.


The death of the Burning One was like the first domino to fall, the opening curtain to the deaths of the four Behemoths. Following it was the white bear Behemoth, and then with a roar, the third Behemoth followed its comrades in death. It was no longer just Abu Muslim and Ziyad who were stunned. The tens of thousands of Arab soldiers and even Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje were struck dumb.


The four enormous bodies of the Behemoths placed tremendous pressure on any who faced them. Before, they had placed the pressure on the Tang soldiers, and just a few moments ago, this pressure had been exerted on the Tibetans and Arabs. But nobody had expected these Behemoths to start dying off. Only the Consecrated was left now.


Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje instantly glanced at Dalun Ruozan. When the two of them had been thinking about retreat, Dalun Ruozan had stopped them. Now that they thought about it, it was clear that he had an inkling that this might occur.


"I'm not that farsighted…" Dalun Ruozan indifferently, his eyes still focused on the battlefield. He had long ago predicted what Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje would be thinking.


"I just thought of a few things as I observed the reactions of those four Behemoths. The methods for raising and feeding these Behemoths that the Arabs used are all from an ancient civilization, one from many thousands of years ago. Nothing can remain in complete condition after so many years, so these methods must be incomplete, producing innate flaws in the product. If this weren't the case, he wouldn't have been able to so easily control them."


Dalun Ruozan looked at Wang Chong as he spoke these last words.


Huoba Sangye suddenly spoke. "Great Minister, why don't we… take this chance to attack them in the rear? We might turn defeat into victory, not only defeating the Great Tang but engendering a little gratitude in the hearts of Abu Muslim and the Arabs?"


He had been standing on the side for some time, listening to every word Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, and Dusong Mangpoje had said. Only now did he choose to make his opinion known.


"It's not that easy. See those soldiers in front of Talas? The Young Marquis already prepared himself against us," Dalun Ruozan said with a shake of his head.
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Of the four Behemoths, only the giant ape was still alive, but this one alone would be enough to deal a destructive blow to the Tibetans. Moreover, an army burning with righteous indignation was bound to win. The Tang had just defeated the Arabs, so their morale was at its peak. To recklessly attack them at this moment was an exceedingly poor idea.


Wang Chong, strength that you've borrowed is not strength of your own. You've lost your greatest barrier and returned to the starting point. What will you do now? Dalun Ruozan inwardly mused.


As he gazed at the now-stationary giant ape and the young figure on its left shoulder, Dalun Ruozan gave a faint smile. For some reason, the sight of the Arabs withdrawing finally made him relax.


In the end, Wang Chong had not died to the Arabs.


There was still a chance to realize his dream, to personally defeat Wang Chong in the realm of strategy and schemes!


……


Several thousand zhang from Talas, the war drums began to thunder. Standing on the giant ape's shoulder, Wang Chong finally gave the order to retreat. This order made it seem like the Tang army had run into an invisible wall that halted its pursuit.


At this moment, the Great Tang army displayed its superb level of training and discipline.


"Chong-er."


The dignified, steady, and familiar voice of Wang Yan came from the ground. Wang Yan was seated on his stalwart horse as he looked up with worried eyes at his son.


"How is this giant ape doing? Can it hold?"


The death and collapse of Behemoth after Behemoth had deeply stunned both sides of this battle. Wang Yan still had no idea what was happening, nor did he ask. However, their consecutive deaths clearly indicated that something was very wrong.


"It's fine. The Consecrated can still hold on!" Wang Chong indifferently said.


Although he was inwardly concerned, he showed none of this on his face. The deaths of the Behemoths were unavoidable. Regardless of what the specific reason was, this was already a fact. More importantly, the deaths of the three Behemoths had an even subtler effect on the battlefield.


In front, on the western horizon, the fleeing Arab army had already slowed down. They were still recovering from the shock, but they were clearly less frightened and panicked. From the giant ape's shoulder, Wang Chong could even see that Abu Muslim and Ziyad were beginning to reconsolidate the army.


I hope that the giant ape can last a little longer…


Wang Chong turned to the giant ape. Both of the ape's ears were leaking black blood, and from his perspective, he could even see that black blood was leaking from the giant ape's eyes and nose. The pungent odor in the air was extremely thick now.


The giant ape's condition was awful. Its breathing was extremely slow and heavy, like creaky bellows, and its aura was rapidly weakening. Wang Chong was already doing his utmost to slow the death of the giant ape's brain, minimizing the Psychic Energy he sent into the giant ape's mind. But the death of the giant ape appeared to be inevitable.


Wang Chong could only drag out the ape's death as long as possible.


"Abu Muslim is not easy to deal with. With the death of these three Behemoths, Abu Muslim appears to have recovered his spirit, his ambitions on the Great Tang revived. If the last Behemoth dies, we will have to prepare for the worst scenario," Wang Yan worriedly said.


Before coming west, no one had known of Abu Muslim's name, but by now, everyone was aware of the Arabian Empire and Abu Muslim. This empire's strength was far greater than they had all imagined.


And as the highest commander of the east, Abu Muslim was brimming with ambition. The smallest flaw would have him leaping like a tiger. He would never relinquish a chance to conquer and destroy his foes. Wang Yan had never fought such a powerful enemy in his life, but there had never been a Great General like the Governor of Iron and Blood, so thirsting with the desire for conquest.


This was someone who appeared to exist solely for battle!


For him, the desire for conquest surpassed the will to live, transforming into an instinct.


"Father, be at ease. He won't."


Wang Chong suddenly smiled at his father's words. His sharp eyes peered into the distance, seemingly seeing through all things.


"The Arabs have suffered enormous losses, far more than we have in this battle. I've taken control of the Behemoth Army, and the Skyquaking Army has lost more than half its number. Without the assistance of these two powerful armies, Abu Muslim doesn't have much of an advantage over us. More importantly… the Arab morale is in no state for another battle!"


Wang Chong spoke with absolute confidence. As the War Saint, Wang Chong saw far more than most. The only reason the Tang had been able to rally and counterattack in this battle was that he had found the flaw in the crucial Behemoths, allowing him to alter the course of this battle through Psychic Energy.


By using the Behemoths' abilities, Wang Chong had been able to galvanize his army and launch a counterattack against the Arabs. But the Arabs were still fearful, panicked, and uneasy… So long as one Behemoth still existed, they would remain intimidated.


In this situation, the greatly spent and demoralized Arab soldiers could not start another battle. Only Abu Muslim himself was capable of doing anything, but one man against one army was simply fantasy.


Moreover, after consecutive battles, Abu Muslim's reserves were spent, and even he needed some time to recover.


……


As Wang Chong observed Abu Muslim and the Arab army, Abu Muslim was also observing the halted Tang army.


Wang Chong's judgment was correct. Abu Muslim was not faring very well. Using the Eye of the Demon God did not come without a price, and it was no easy feat to fight against four Behemoths at once.


Abu Muslim was no longer in his peak condition.


"Have you brought him over?" Abu Muslim suddenly asked without turning his head.


"Lord Governor, he is here."


A brutish voice came from the rear, and then a small mountain of an Arab general threw over a red-robed attendant so thin that he seemed to be made of nothing but bones. With a thump, Masil's attendant crashed into the ground in a cloud of dust.


Cough, cough!


The red-robed attendant got up from the ground, his face stained with blood. The servants and attendants of Masil did not know any martial arts, so their bodies were much weaker. Being tossed to the ground had inflicted significant wounds on him.


But this red-robed attendant had no time to worry about his injuries. He looked up in fear at the imposing figure before him, his legs trembling as if they were ready to drop him back to the floor at a moment's notice.


"Lord… Lord Governor."


The attendant's voice was shaking so badly that it seemed like he was going to cry.


Abu Muslim slightly frowned, but he quickly put the matter aside.


"I ask you, what happened with those Behemoths? Their bodies were clearly fine, with no lethal injuries, so why did they abruptly die?"


The Behemoth Army was the strongest force of the Arabian Empire, far stronger than any other army, and it was the Caliph's most cherished army. It was precisely for this reason that Abu Muslim had only asked to use the Behemoth Army after finding himself stuck in a stalemate at Talas for two months. But the Behemoths had first been controlled by the enemy, and then they had abruptly died. This news was certain to send an enormous shock through the empire.


The countries that the empire had conquered might begin to have rebellious thoughts and begin thinking about a revival.


"Milord, the Behemoths… the Behemoths will die because their brains, their brains are simply not that powerful."


The attendant's voice was panicky, his forehead drenched in sweat. In just a few moments, his hands and feet were soaked.


"Their brains? What do you mean?"


As Abu Muslim turned to face the attendant, Ziyad did so as well, his face fraught with confusion. The pressure exerted by the stares of these two commanders made the red-robed attendant even more afraid, and he bowed his head past his waist.


"I don't know the specifics. This was only something I happened to hear while serving at Lord Masil's side…" The attendant quivered, not daring to hide anything. "Although the Behemoths have extremely large bodies, their brains are very small and fragile. They can't endure the control of Psychic Energy for very long. Thus, unless it was absolutely necessary, Lord Masil did not use Psychic Energy to control the Behemoths. He more often used indirect methods, doing his utmost to maximize the destructive nature of the Behemoths.


"The Behemoths are powerful, but they're still essentially beasts that act on instinct. This instinct isn't a problem when attacking cities or destroying fortifications. One only needs to make sure that the Behemoths don't get too close to each other.


"I heard all of this from Lord Masil."


The red-robed attendant's body went stiff from fear as he fell silent.
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Abu Muslim and Ziyad glanced at each other, and then these two highest commanders of the Arab army deeply frowned. They had never heard anything about what this red-robed attendant had said, nor did they know that the Behemoths would have such a massive flaw.


"So a Psychic Energy practitioner will be able to very easily control a Behemoth? And the Behemoths are only dying due to being controlled by Psychic Energy for too long?" Abu Muslim asked.


Abu Muslim had never imagined that the Tang Qixi Protector-General would be a Psychic Energy expert. It now seemed apparent that this was why Masil had died.


"That’s not necessarily all."


Just when Abu Muslim believed that he knew all the secrets, the red-robed attendant hesitantly spoke up once more.


"In truth, in truth… when creating the Behemoths, this point was already taken into account. In order to prevent other Psychic Energy experts from controlling the Behemoths, the High Priest placed a seal on the minds of the Behemoths. All the Behemoths can only submit to Lord Masil and receive his orders. If Lord Masil dies, the seals the High Priest planted in the minds of the Behemoths will explode, and the Behemoths will begin to die off… No one can truly control our Behemoths for a very long time."


The High Priest!


This name was like a sharp jab to both Abu Muslim and Ziyad. Fear appeared in their eyes, as well as a deep reverence. Every empire would be home to a few extremely unique existences, and the High Priest was one such existence.


Abu Muslim had only heard of the High Priest, but he had never had the opportunity to meet him. It was rumored that the High Priest was over two hundred years old. Abu Muslim had even heard of the High Priest when he was still just a boy. Everything regarding this man was an enigma.


In the Arabian Empire, some people even said that he had obtained Solomon's legacy. Others said that he had learned the secret to immortality.


But no matter which rumor was true, there was one thing that was certain. The High Priest possessed supreme authority within the empire. No governor or Great General would dare to offend him.


In a flash, the area became eerily silent.


"Milord, if it was that person… then it's only to be expected."


Ziyad's whispered voice finally broke the silence.




"Mm."


Abu Muslim nodded, his expression relaxing. Although he would find it hard to escape the blame for the loss of this battle and the death of Masil, if it was related to that person, then his blame would be much reduced. More importantly, if the High Priest really had created so many safeguards, then this battle was still not a complete loss. There was still a chance to seize the city.


Abu Muslim looked forward and commanded, "Pass on my order. All soldiers, retreat fifty li!"


Ziyad and the other Arab generals were all dumbfounded by this order.


"But, Milord, are we really just giving up?" Ziyad said, clearly unwilling.


The Burning One was dead, the Reaper was dead, and that other Behemoth had died as well. Of the four Behemoths, only the Consecrated was left. If the Consecrated fell, the Arabs would still have a chance to stage a comeback. Ziyad thought that Abu Muslim would at least stick around to watch for any opportunities to counterattack, but to his surprise, Abu Muslim had ordered an unequivocal retreat.


"We are not giving up, only reconsolidating the army. Today's circumstances are extremely unfavorable to us. The four Behemoths were lost, the Skyquaking Army lost half its number, and one hundred thousand soldiers were killed… Whether we want to admit it or not, we can no longer fight today," Abu Muslim sternly replied.


He was even more unwilling than Ziyad, and as the army's highest commander, Abu Muslim did not have the word 'defeat' in his dictionary. But there was no changing the reality that he had been defeated.


The urgent task now was not to continue harassing the Tang. Only the foolhardy would do such a thing. The most important task was digesting the lessons and experiences of the defeat and seeking out a better chance for a counterattack.


"…Retreat! In this battle, I underestimated that Tang Qixi Protector-General too much. His effectiveness on this battlefield was far greater than I imagined, and he far surpasses Gao Xianzhi. His thoughts, schemes, courage, insight, and calculation ability make him probably the strongest enemy we have ever faced. If Arabia wishes to conquer the east and unite the continent, this person will be our greatest foe."


Abu Muslim sharply stared at the youth on the shoulder of the giant ape.


At this moment, Abu Muslim felt a slight hint of regret. He had suddenly remembered the scouts he had sent to Qixi. After finishing the scouting of the Western Regions, he had made Qixi and Longxi the next targets. But at the time, Abu Muslim had felt that just destroying Gao Xianzhi and the Anxi Protectorate army would be enough.


He would still have plenty of time to investigate Qixi and Longxi after defeating Gao Xianzhi, so he had not placed too much emphasis on gathering information on these two areas. Even the matter of Fumeng Lingcha being replaced by this youth had not drawn too much of his attention.


From this perspective, the seeds of his defeat had been planted long ago.


"Look at the Consecrated. He has left the Consecrated to stand guard precisely to deal with us. In this battle, he would not give us a single chance, and that won't change no matter how long we wait around. Retreat!"


Abu Muslim waved his hand, his voice firm and brooking no objection.


Rumble! The nearly one hundred thousand Arab cavalry kicked up clouds of dust as they retreated farther into the west.


In front of the first defense line, around fifty zhang from Talas, the ordered ranks of the Tang army breathed a sigh of relief.


Both the Great Tang and Arabia had suffered terrible losses from this battle, and all the soldiers were deeply fatigued.


"Everyone, withdraw!"


Wang Chong gave a deep glance into the distance and then turned his head, controlling the giant ape into striding toward Talas. In front of Talas, countless soldiers were busy at work, tending to the wounded in the middle of the crowd. Although the Tang had emerged victorious, it had come at a heavy price.


Countless soldiers and warhorses had been injured by the Behemoths and giants.


"Milord, how are you doing?"


Wang Chong jumped down from the giant ape, landing neatly on the ground and swiftly making his way to Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli.


Both Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli were clearly not doing well. With just a glance, Wang Chong could tell that their armor was in tatters and drenched in blood, their auras ragged and unstable. Let alone the Great General level, they would probably find it very hard to even reach the Saint Martial realm.


"Bad!" Cheng Qianli shook his head as he supported Gao Xianzhi, his expression filled with concern. "Milord was already injured when fighting the Behemoth, and after his fight with Abu Muslim, his injuries grew even more serious. I've already done all I could to use energy to protect his internal organs, but his condition is still poor!"


Everyone had seen Abu Muslim's power. His Seventy-Two Demon God Pillars Art was able to contend singlehandedly against the Consecrated, something that probably no one else on the battlefield could do. As for his defense, it was so strong that it could even take the blows of the Behemoths. One could easily imagine the price Gao Xianzhi had to pay for fighting Abu Muslim in his weakened state.


"Don't listen to his nonsense. My condition isn't that serious. I'm not dying yet."


Gao Xianzhi waved his hand and managed a feeble smile.


"Wang Chong, can the Consecrated really not last?"


"It's very difficult!"


Wang Chong shook his head. Gao Xianzhi was injured, but he was as perceptive as ever. It was obvious that he had noticed the problems with the Consecrated.


"I've done all I can to extend its life, but some things can't be reversed. In at most four days, this giant ape will die," Wang Chong said.


"The morale of the entire army is now tied to the giant ape," Gao Xianzhi said. "If it falls, it will have a massive effect on the army. More importantly, Abu Muslim will not easily give up. Once he notices this opportunity, he will definitely come charging back." Despite his heavy injuries, he was still most concerned about the battlefield.


"He won't get the chance!" Wang Chong indifferently said. "Since he didn't succeed the first time, he won't get any more chances in the future."


"Don't get careless. Abu Muslim is far too strong. In our current situation, none of us can stop him. In this period of time, we'll have to rely on you and General Wang," Gao Xianzhi said, his heart heavy.


Gao Xianzhi should have had the strength to stop Abu Muslim, but the situation had changed. If the giant ape were to die as well, very few people remaining in the army would be capable of contending against Abu Muslim.


"Milord is correct. Milord and I might not be able to help you much more. You will have to depend on yourself."


Cheng Qianli was also rather depressed. His injuries were not as serious as Gao Xianzhi's, but his situation was nothing to cheer about. Ziyad had been stronger than him, and the Ocean Ring he possessed had inflicted heavy wounds on Cheng Qianli each time it had impacted against him. In this battle, they had paid a far greater price than it appeared on the surface.


"Relax. The situation isn't as bad as you think."


To their surprise, Wang Chong smiled at their words, his expression relaxed.


Cheng Qianli and Gao Xianzhi stared at each other in surprise, completely failing to understand Wang Chong's words.
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"Haha, if Milords are just worried about Abu Muslim, there's no need to worry, because I've already thought of a way."


Wang Chong faintly smiled.


Rooooar! At this moment, an earth-shaking bellow grabbed everyone's attention.


"Damn Tang, I'll definitely kill you! You despicable lowlife, using the Behemoth to ambush me. If you have the skill, let me go so we can fight one-on-one! That's the way of a true warrior!"


The thunderous voice bursting with anger echoed over the entire battlefield.


Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli turned to look with raised brows, and what they saw was a fully armored giant nearly thirty meters tall, his hands and feet bound, ranting and raving as he was carried in the hand of the giant ape.


Wang Chong strode toward the captured King of Giants, Ghareeb Hassam, and stopped before him.


"Speak! What final words do you have!"


Wang Chong looked up at the king of giants. Ghareeb Hassam was currently being held upside-down from the giant ape's hand like a bird in the hand of an enormous butcher.


Buzz!


Ghareeb Hassam's pupils constricted, and the raging anger on his face finally showed a tinge of fear. At this moment, he finally understood that this human was far more frightening than he imagined.


"Release me. Human, you can't do this. I'm the King of Giants. You can't kill me. If you release me, the Caliph will definitely give you a big reward!"


"Are these your last words?"


Wang Chong looked up and smiled.


"No, no! NO! I still have things to say! You can't treat me like this…"


Ghareeb Hassam's face contorted with panic as he tried to get his words out, but Wang Chong had no more time for him.


"Great Yinyang Heaven Creation Art!"


Wang Chong's entire body flashed with light as he raised his hand and pressed it onto Ghareeb Hassam's head. Like air out of a punctured balloon, the vast sea of energy within Ghareeb Hassam began to pour out and flow into Wang Chong.


It took more than an hour for Wang Chong to drain the last drop of energy from Ghareeb Hassam. With one last scream, Ghareeb Hassam's body went limp, the last ember of vitality going out.


Incredible! I didn't think that the King of Giants would have this much energy.


Wang Chong inwardly rejoiced as he ended the technique. His greatest harvest in this battle was probably this King of Giants. In this battle, Wang Chong had spent a great deal of energy on the constant fighting, but after absorbing the tremendous energy reserves in the giant, not only had he restored all his lost Stellar Energy, he had even risen from Saint Martial Tier 8 to Saint Martial Tier 9, the level of Brigadier Generals.


Moreover, Wang Chong's strength had risen so high that he was now only a sliver away from advancing to the peak of the Saint Martial realm, the level of Great Generals.


"Only one last thing left!"


Wang Chong exhaled and quickly turned to Cheng Qianli and Gao Xianzhi, who were both slack-jawed and wide-eyed. For Wang Chong to suck the King of Giants dry of Stellar Energy right in front of them was truly unbelievable.


And as they emerged from their shock, they couldn't help but feel a tiny sliver of envy and admiration.


"I finally understand why he didn't want us to worry," Cheng Qianli muttered.


"With this kind of technique, he will be stronger than any of us in the future. Even Abu Muslim might eventually be no match for him," Gao Xianzhi praised.


Wang Chong had reached this level of achievement while still only seventeen years old. Any normal person who saw this would definitely feel envious, but not Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli. On the contrary, they were happy and gratified. It was truly a blessing for the Great Tang to have a person like this.


"Milords, please begin to meditate and cooperate with me…"


Complying with Wang Chong, both Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli seated themselves, crossed their legs, and calmed their minds. The moment they were prepared, Wang Chong pressed his slender palms on their backs.


A torrent of Stellar Energy immediately began to pour into them, causing their auras to rapidly swell and assisting them in repairing their damaged organs and meridians.


After a while, white steam began to rise from their heads, and Wang Chong finally drew back his hands.


"Milords, these are two pills. Take them and adjust your breathing. They can help you recover your energy even faster!"


As he spoke, Wang Chong took out two pills about the size of quail eggs and handed them over.


Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli slowly opened their eyes, and as they did, storms of energy rose from their bodies. If one observed their auras, who would believe that these two had been heavily injured just moments before?


The two did not immediately take the pills, instead using their bright eyes to carefully examine the youthful face before them as if seeing it for the first time. These two commanders of the Anxi Protectorate army had originally believed themselves to know Wang Chong very well, but every time they thought this, Wang Chong would always deliver to them a new surprise.


In just a few short moments, eighty percent of their injuries had been healed and all their energy restored. Even supreme experts like Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli found this impossible to imagine.


"Lord Wang, we've troubled you. Rest well. Leave the rest to us!"


The pair took the pills from Wang Chong as they stood up.


Wang Chong smiled, a nigh imperceptible hint of fatigue flickering through his eyes as he nodded.


"Reporting!"


Just when Wang Chong was preparing to turn and leave, he heard hurried footsteps and a voice tinged in panic.


"Milords, the giant ballista was destroyed. Both giant ballistae have been destroyed by the enemies."


"What!"


All three were stunned by these words, Wang Chong twisting his head to look at the messenger. The two giant ballistae were of strategic importance. Even though the threat of the Behemoths was no longer present, the mere existence of the giant ballistae could still threaten any non-human beings the Great Tang might face.


No one would dare guarantee that the Arabs had no more special tricks up their sleeve.


The giant ballistae had been developed by Wang Chong, and more could be built in the future, but at this very moment, the giant ballistae were playing an important role in stabilizing the morale of the army.


After all the losses sustained in this battle, the giant ballistae had more potential value than actual value.


"Was it the Skyquaking Giants?" Wang Chong asked.


Only the Skyquaking Giants had the strength to destroy the giant ballistae. But he was still a little confused, as he had used the Behemoths to drive away all the Skyquaking Giants. Why had the messenger come now with the news that the last giant ballista had been destroyed?


The messenger lowered his head and gave a completely unexpected reply. "Lord Protector-General, it was not! The one who destroyed the giant ballista was the Celestial Wolf Great General of the Western Turkic Khaganate, Duwu Sili!"


For a moment, all three commanders were dumbfounded.


"I'll explain what happened!"


An elderly voice suddenly spoke. Under the confused gazes of the three commanders, Zhang Shouzhi anxiously barged through the crowd, at the head of several craftsmen.


……


While Zhang Shouzhi was explaining how the giant ballista had been destroyed, in the distance, a stalwart figure on a mighty steed was galloping toward the hills in a cloud of dust.


"Great Minister, Duwu Sili is coming back."


Three pairs of eyes on the hills focused on Duwu Sili, their gazes moving with him.


Both Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje had rather strange looks in their eyes as they watched the Celestial Wolf Great General. Nearby, the commander of the Mutri Great Cavalry, Huoba Sangye, was franker with his emotions. Although he was only a mere Brigadier General, Huoba Sangye did not hide his disdain.


"Hmph, and what could he do if he didn't come back? The battle's over, Abu Muslim has retreated, and he didn't even get to see Wang Chong's face. Did he want to stick around so the Tang could laugh at him?" Huoba Sangye jeered.


Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje arched their brows, but no one said anything.


The Celestial Wolf Great General had left with great bravado and momentum, but he had spent the entire battle engaged in a fierce conflict with Arabia's Skyquaking Giants. As for the main target, Wang Chong, Duwu Sili hadn't even seen him, so Huoba Sangye could not be blamed for his contempt. In truth, that Huoba Sangye had not claimed that Duwu Sili's reputation was empty was quite decent.


After thinking about it for a few moments, Dusong Mangpoje decided to speak up on Duwu Sili's behalf. "You can't say it like that. Duwu Sili's luck was just a little lacking. At the very least, you can't deny that he destroyed the Great Tang's last giant ballista. He had managed to come back with some result."


Unexpectedly, Huoba Sangye's mocking smile only widened at Dusong Mangpoje's words. Huoshu Huicang's eyes widened, his expression turning strange.
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The giant ballistae were the Great Tang's tools against the Arabian Behemoths, but now that six of these enormous beasts were dead and the last one was on the verge of death, the giant ballistae were heroes with no place to show their prowess. Whether Duwu Sili destroyed one or not, it would have a limited effect on this battle. Duwu Sili's actions were more like a final effort to salvage his dignity. Everyone knew this, though they had the tact to not say it out loud.


"Hmph, what fighting with the giants? He saw that the Tang boy had gotten control over the four Behemoths and knew he couldn't win, so he initially found the giants to drag himself down. But does he think us fools who can't see this?" Huoba Sangye sneered.


Although Ü-Tsang did not revere martial prowess as much as the Arabian Empire, they were still a fierce people who revered true heroes. At the start, Huoba Sangye had highly anticipated Duwu Sili's efforts, but none of his actions were worth his respect.


Gallop! Duwu Sili apparently seemed to understand that he had lost all his dignity, so while galloping toward the hills, he suddenly turned and began to head for the Turkic camp.


The hills instantly fell silent. Everyone watched quietly as the Celestial Wolf Great General vanished into the Western Turkic camp.


After a period of prolonged silence, everyone finally turned away. No one said anything, but even Dusong Mangpoje, who had spoken up for Duwu Sili just now, felt a little embarrassed. One could easily imagine how the rest of them had reacted.


"Haha, all of you are looking down too much on Duwu Sili." Dalun Ruozan suddenly spoke, his sleeves gently fluttering in the wind. His back was to these generals, and his hair was being blown here and there by the wind, imbuing him with an elegant and graceful aura.


"If Duwu Sili really only had this much ability, he would have never become the Celestial Wolf Great General."


These words immediately attracted the notice of Huoshu Huicang, Dusong Mangpoje, and Huoba Sangye, all of them turning with the other generals to Dalun Ruozan.


"Great Minister, you mean… that Duwu Sili was deliberately acting clumsy?" Huoshu Huicang probed.


"Haha, he wasn't being clumsy. He always had a clear goal in mind. It was just that none of you could see it."


Dalun Ruozan didn't turn his head, but he knew what they were thinking like they were his own thoughts.


"Great Minister, if I may speak frankly, it is not that I do not believe Great Minister, but I truly cannot see just how Duwu Sili is formidable. Throughout this entire battle, I truly have not seen him render any substantial feats on the field," Huoba Sangye said. Although he still believed in Dalun Ruozan, he could not readily subscribe to the argument that Duwu Sili was some capable general.


Dalun Ruozan chuckled, but he did not retort.


"Huoba, there are some things that you can't just see by looking at the surface. Duwu Sili's feats are far greater than you can imagine… Have none of you noticed that while he left alone, he returned with something else on the back of his horse?"


"What?!"


These words left the gathered generals dumbfounded.


Duwu Sili's excursion had failed, and so all of them had only noticed that he had left in high spirits and returned furtively. Wang Chong was still alive, so anything else he did could not be considered substantial. As for whatever extra thing he had on the back of his horse, they truly had not cared.


But Dalun Ruozan's words made all of them turn pensive as they began to recollect that sight.


Their expressions quickly turned strange.


"When Duwu Sili returned, it appeared that… he had another person on his horse!" a Tibetan general said, and his comment also caused the other people to remember. After all, it had only happened a few moments ago, and the memory was still fresh on their minds.


"But what's so special about that?" Huoba Sangye said with a frown.


Even if this matter was confirmed, they still didn't understand why Dalun Ruozan had brought the matter up. Had everything changed just because Duwu Sili had brought someone back?


"If Duwu Sili had been aiming for Wang Chong from the very start, there would naturally be nothing special about this, but what if that wasn't the case? If Duwu Sili had never been going for Wang Chong from the very beginning, would all of you still think the same?"


Dalun Ruozan faintly smiled.


"Ah!"


For a moment, everyone was flabbergasted. Even Huoba Sangye's mouth dropped open in speechlessness.


It was true! If Duwu Sili had been aiming at Wang Chong from the beginning and then turned around without meeting his goal, he would naturally have earned the contempt of his peers. But what if this had never been his true objective? All of them had been misguided by Duwu Sili's bold words, so they had never even considered a different possibility.


Dalun Ruozan sensed what was going on behind him and smiled. Duwu Sili was truly a formidable individual. If it weren't for the fact that he was more attentive than the rest, noticing a few minor details, he would have been just as deceived as Huoshu Huicang and Huoba Sangye.


But he was still known for his reputation as a wise minister. There was very little in this world that could be hidden from his eyes.


Dalun Ruozan looked up at the sky and leisurely said, "For some things, you can't just listen to what others say. You also have to see what they actually do."


He was not a pure scholar, but the demeanor, aura, and intelligence he showed would make any scholar admire him.


"Duwu Sili has always been skilled at hiding his true objective. How could someone who could become Irkin of the Western Turkic Khaganate and defeat Beiting Protector-General An Sishun be as incompetent as all of you claim him to be? He's just too good at concealing his motives."


"But, Great Minister, what sort of person would be worth Duwu Sili putting in so much effort to take them hostage? And why would he need to hide this from us?"


Huoshu Huicang stepped forward, walking up behind Dalun Ruozan and asking the critical question.


If the Celestial Wolf Great General really was as deep a schemer as Dalun Ruozan claimed, then it wouldn't be them jeering at Duwu Sili, but Duwu Sili jeering at them. But not even Huoshu Huicang could understand why Duwu Sili had done all this.


"What else could it be? The only thing more important than killing Wang Chong would be that formation able to produce 'formation phenomena'."


Dalun Ruozan grinned as he leisurely announced Duwu Sili's true goal.


These words were like a boulder crashing into a lake, immediately causing the minds of the gathered generals to toss and turn.


Formation phenomena!


No one had expected this to be Duwu Sili's true goal. But those who knew the true weight of those words would know that Duwu Sili had definitely placed enormous weight on this operation. Even Huoba Sangye appeared stunned, a contemplative look in his eyes.


Dalun Ruozan chuckled, knowing that everyone had finally understood.


"…Duwu Sili had never been aiming at Wang Chong. In the previous battle, did none of you notice? When Wang Chong's Wushang Cavalry produced formation phenomena, the expression in Duwu Sili's eyes became completely different. I once sent men to investigate the Celestial Wolf Great General of the Western Turks, and though I didn't manage to get my hands on much information, I managed to obtain the same conclusion from all the bits and pieces I gathered. This Celestial Wolf Great General has an extremely intense desire for power.


"Formation phenomena is the highest level any formation can attain, and not even Duwu Sili's Celestial Wolf Illusory Formation has reached this level. If he were able to comprehend the secrets of the formation phenomena and upgrade his own Celestial Wolf Illusory Formation, the strength of Duwu Sili and his Celestial Wolf Cavalry would soar to even greater heights. Duwu Sili would naturally keep such an important matter very close to his chest… Did none of you notice that even though the battle is already over and Duwu Sili has returned to his camp, the Western Turkic soldiers are still extremely vigilant?" Dalun Ruozan lightly said.


The generals followed Dalun Ruozan's gaze and saw that it was just as Dalun Ruozan had said. The Western Turks, who had been completely uninvolved in the fierce battle between the Arabs and the Tang, had suddenly become extremely vigilant and cautious upon Duwu Sili's return, all of them warily keeping a watch on their surroundings.


None of the generals had any more doubts.


"An impressive Celestial Wolf Great General… We all underestimated him!"


Dusong Mangpoje finally sighed.


Duwu Sili had hidden his motives far too well. At this moment, Dusong Mangpoje finally understood how Beiting Protector-General An Sishun had lost to him. Duwu Sili was both incredibly strong and extremely tricky, his actions unorthodox and clouded in deception. How could one deal with a person like that?


"Haha, understand his style, don't be affected by his words, and you naturally won't fall prey to his tricks," Dalun Ruozan indifferently said. This comment of his clearly elucidated the basis on which one should interact with Duwu Sili.


Duwu Sili was an intelligent man, but unfortunately, he was far from the only intelligent man on this battlefield. Dusong Mangpoje knew that at least three people on this battlefield would be able to see through his intentions. Huoshu Huicang and Dusong Mangpoje were not familiar with him and had very few interactions with him, nor could they be described as expert schemers. It was very normal for them to have been deceived.


But this was not any sort of profound technique to Dalun Ruozan.


"Let's go! Duwu Sili has already succeeded in capturing an important individual of the Great Tang. However, the person on the other end is not to be lightly provoked. He should be finding out very soon. The Great Tang is coming off a major victory and is currently at the peak of its morale. Even Abu Muslim has withdrawn, so we should also beat a temporary retreat! Until that giant ape dies, we can't fight with him."


Dalun Ruozan smiled as he waved his hand and gave the order to withdraw.


Rumble!


A few moments later, the tens of thousands of Tibetan cavalry withdrew to their camp in a churning cloud of dust. In a few moments, they had utterly vanished from the eastern battlefield.
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Within the Western Turkic camp, Duwu Sili heard a ruckus and emerged from his tent. When he saw that it was Dalun Ruozan and his soldiers withdrawing, a strange light flickered through his eyes.


"This Dalun Ruozan… is truly difficult to deal with! The army is withdrawing without even notifying me. Could this be considered a small warning?"


A thoughtful smile appeared in Duwu Sili's eyes. It wasn't that no one could see through his style and grasp his true intentions, but very few people were like Dalun Ruozan, able to see through him in just a few meetings.


"Pass on my order! The army should withdraw! Follow the Tibetans to the east!" Duwu Sili swiftly ordered.


"But Milord, what do we do about the person in the tent?" a voice asked.


If one listened carefully, one could hear a few noises from within the tent.


"Take him with us. This person is currently worth a fortune. If something happens to him, I'll be asking you personally!" Duwu Sili said.


"Yes!"


Within the tent, the person's heart chilled and he did not dare to speak any further.


Rumble! Not long after the Tibetans withdrew, Duwu Sili led his remaining soldiers and wolves in the same direction.


……


In front of Talas, Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, Wang Yan, and Wang Chong had all fallen silent upon hearing Zhang Shouzhi's explanation. Dalun Ruozan, Huoshu Huicang, Dusong Mangpoje, and the tens of thousands of Tibetan cavalry had not moved. The only person who had come was Duwu Sili, who was hoping to strike while the iron was hot, but he had managed to destroy the last and vital giant ballista.


The Tang had managed to hold fast against the Skyquaking Army, resisting its frenzied assaults to protect this giant ballista, but they had not managed to guard against the surprise strike from Duwu Sili as he turned to leave. When those thousands of parts scattered through the sky, the last giant ballista of Talas was no more.


"Can it be repaired?" Gao Xianzhi almost instinctively blurted out. This was his first reaction.


Zhang Shouzhi had managed the construction of the giant ballista from concept to reality, so no one was more familiar with it than him. He was also probably the only person capable of repairing it.


"It's very difficult."


Zhang Shouzhi shook his head, his expression grim.


"Duwu Sili is a top-class Imperial Great General, and his attacks are on a different level. A single giant can destroy the giant ballista, much less an Imperial Great General. I looked it over, and nearly eighty percent of the giant ballista's parts were pulverized into powder, and some of those were very precious and high-quality parts. Just gathering the materials, casting the parts, and adding the inscriptions was extremely time-consuming. There is only a very small chance that we can repair those parts, as the materials were extremely precious."


Gao Xianzhi instantly fell silent.


In this battle, the giant ballistae had rendered great service. If they were destroyed, the morale of the army would suffer a significant blow. After all, no one knew if the Arabs had more inhuman forces at their command.


"It's fine. Just leave this matter to me," Wang Chong lightly said.


Others might not know what other inhuman forces the Arabian Empire had, but Wang Chong knew that the Behemoth Army and the Skyquaking Army were their two strongest forces. The Arabian Empire did not have the ability to transfer over any more inhuman forces in such a short amount of time.


"Senior Zhang, let's proceed according to the old rules. Gather up the damaged parts from the two giant ballistae and use them to build another one. As for whether they can actually fire bolts, that's no longer important. The most important thing is to raise the morale of the troops. In addition, although we know that building another giant ballista will be very difficult, the Arabs and Tibetans don't know that. Building an imitation will at least have an intimidating effect," Wang Chong confidently declared.


He now controlled the last Behemoth on the battlefield of Talas. In truth, there was no need to build another giant ballista so quickly.


Even if they could build one, they could take their time doing it.


"Understood! If this is the case, this old man can quickly build another one."


Zhang Shouzhi nodded, understanding Wang Chong's intention.


Previously, Wang Chong had used a pile of fake Tang ballistae to trick the Tibetans, and it was clear that he planned to use the same trick.


Rumble!


As they were speaking, a rumbling came from the hills, dust pluming into the air as an army began to withdraw.


"It's the Tibetans!" Xue Qianjun said in delight, his face excited as the pressure from today's battle was finally relieved. "The Arabs have retreated, and the Tibetans definitely saw this and decided to do the same."


Rumble!


As this was said, the Western Turks also began to retreat.


Everyone was relieved and excited to see this. If the threat of the Turks and Tibetans was removed, the Tang would be in a much better position.


"It's not that simple!"


Wang Chong shook his head, his brow beginning to crease as he watched the two armies withdraw. As he spoke, Wang Chong, Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, and Wang Yan began to stand up.


"Wang Chong is correct," Gao Xianzhi agreed. "This battle truly did have an effect on the Tibetans and Western Turks, but whether it's the Celestial Wolf Great General Duwu Sili, Huoshu Huicang, or Dalun Ruozan, none of them are people who easily give up."


The withdrawal of these armies eased the pressure on the Tang, but Gao Xianzhi remained deeply suspicious.


"Remember, you can never claim a true victory unless you have truly defeated the enemy, and until you do, you can never let down your guard."


Wang Chong slightly raised his head. In this aspect, he was in complete agreement with Gao Xianzhi. As highly-ranked Tang commanders, the two shared many points of agreement.


The surroundings fell silent as everyone watched the Tibetans and Turks leave. As Wang Chong gazed at the Western Turks, his brows rose and fell as if he was thinking about something.


"Wang Chong, what's wrong?"


Gao Xianzhi immediately sensed something and turned his head.


"Something's off," Wang Chong said with a furrowed brow, and his words immediately had everyone's attention.


"Wang Chong, what's wrong? What have you realized?" Cheng Qianli asked. Although he hadn't spent much time with Wang Chong, Cheng Qianli knew that this young Qixi Protector-General would never say anything without reason. If he said that something was off, then something must definitely have happened.


"I don't know."


Wang Chong slowly drew back his gaze.


"This isn't my first clash with Dalun Ruozan, so I have an understanding of his style. The battle is over and the Arabs have lost, so for Dalun Ruozan to withdraw his army and wait for a better moment is completely in line with his way of doing things. But this Celestial Wolf Great General… I feel like there's something off about him."


"Duwu Sili?"


Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli glanced at each other in surprise. The two had not expected Wang Chong to have placed his focus on Duwu Sili.


"Lord Protector-General, you have more experience than I do. Have you ever interacted with this Duwu Sili before? Do you have an understanding of him?"


"This… Duwu Sili and I fight in different regions. We've never had many direct interactions, so I have never paid him too much attention."


Gao Xianzhi's brow creased in recollection.


"Based on what I know, Duwu Sili is known to outsiders as someone very hard to deal with. He gained his status as Irkin through cold-blooded means, killing the previous Irkin… That person was very famous amongst the Western Turks."


Wang Chong's brow furrowed even deeper, the strange feeling in his heart intensifying.


All fell silent as everyone stared at Wang Chong, no one daring to disturb him. Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, and Wang Yan also became pensive. However, unlike Wang Chong, they found it very hard to sense anything wrong about this simple retreat.


Wang Chong suddenly turned to Zhang Shouzhi and said, "Senior Zhang Shouzhi, could you recount again what you said before?"


Zhang Shouzhi was confused, but he hurriedly retold the story of the giant ballista's destruction.


Everyone listened very carefully to his tale, but no one, not even Gao Xianzhi or Cheng Qianli, understood what this was for. They could draw no connection between Duwu Sili's destruction of the giant ballista and Wang Chong's strange feeling that something was off.


It was so quiet that one could hear a pin drop. Everyone had confusion in their eyes, but Wang Chong's gaze was slowly beginning to sharpen.


"It's wrong! Duwu Sili's actions were strange!" Wang Chong firmly declared.


"Wang Chong, what have you discovered? What was off about Duwu Sili destroying the giant ballista?" Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli hurriedly asked.


"It's not a problem with the giant ballista, but a problem with Duwu Sili. Lord Protector-General, General Cheng, let me ask you, what do you think Duwu Sili's goal was in crossing the second defense line alone?"


"Of course, it was to deal with…"


Cheng Qianli immediately opened his mouth, but when he was about to say the words 'Wang Chong', his voice stopped and his face froze.


"Have you realized?"


Wang Chong glanced at Cheng Qianli, knowing that he had understood.


"On the surface, Duwu Sili seemed to be coming for us, but throughout this entire battle, we didn't even see him. This Duwu Sili is definitely strange. His objective was not us. He must have had another target."


As Wang Chong's mind cleared, his eyes grew sharper and sharper. Next to him, Gao Xianzhi's eyes were also beginning to fill with worry. It would have been fine if Duwu Sili had been aiming at them, but if this wasn't the case, then they had a real problem on their hands. Even worse was that the battle was already over. Regardless of what Duwu Sili's goal was, he had probably already succeeded.


"Xue Qianjun! Pass on my order! Gather the army! Give it a thorough inspection! Focus particularly on the ballista soldiers and the Wushang Cavalry! I want every detail reported!"


Wang Chong's gaze became piercingly cold.
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In the distance, the Western Turks had long ago vanished. Meanwhile, Xue Qianjun quickly finished his inspection.


"Lord Marquis! It's bad! Sir Chen Bin has gone missing! We've searched the entire camp, but we didn't find him!'


"What?!!"


Wang Chong instantly paled at his words, and even Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli looked over in consternation. Although they didn't have a very deep understanding of Wang Chong's subordinates, they did know the name of Chen Bin. He was the commander of Wang Chong's ballista army, a role in which he was very proficient. Under his command, the same ballistae displayed a completely different level of power. He had an extremely important status in Wang Chong's army.


Although he was not charging the enemy along with other Tang soldiers, many of the Arabs, Tibetans, and Turks that had died in this battle had fallen at his hand. He had truly rendered great service and was an extremely crucial individual.


The lack of this person would have an enormous effect on this Battle of Talas!


"Search again! Have you searched inside Talas, within the walls? And also… call over the ballista soldiers! And also Chen Bin's guards. Do not even they know where Chen Bin is?"


Wang Chong's voice turned harsh and severe.


"Yes!"


The messenger's face showed a hint of nervousness. The marquis was rarely this harsh, but everyone knew that Chen Bin's disappearance was no laughing matter.


The messenger quickly departed, and the entire army began to implement Wang Chong's order. Gao Xianzhi, Cheng Qianli, and their own subordinates also did not just stand around. The result of the second inspection was soon produced, though no one wished to hear the result.


It had been confirmed that when withdrawing, Duwu Sili had taken a person with him, and this person was Chen Bin! Because Chen Bin had been injured while dealing with the Skyquaking Giants, he had been lying on the ground, mixed in with the wounded and dead. Thus, when Duwu Sili left with him, it had not attracted too much attention.


And when the majority of the wounded were moved into Talas and other heavily guarded areas, the ballista soldiers believed that he had already been taken into the city. Put together with the chaos of the battle and that everyone only had time to think about themselves, they did not have the time to notice these things. Thus, the fact that Chen Bin had been taken hostage remained undiscovered for a time.


This news was like a bomb exploding in everyone's minds. The atmosphere instantly turned heavy, with people like Zhang Shouzhi all showing grim expressions.


"What I don't understand is that Duwu Sili is the famed Celestial Wolf Great General, one of the three strongest Great Generals of the Western Turkic Khaganate. Why would he take Chen Bin hostage?"


The third-ranked commander of the Anxi Protectorate army, Xi Yuanqing, suddenly spoke from his position next to Cheng Qianli. He had only rushed over when he heard the news. His deepest impression of Chen Bin had been the scene when he was efficiently and callously cutting down the Arabs while commanding the ballista army.


Although his level of martial arts was not high, the abilities he had displayed left many stronger generals in the dust. But Xi Yuanqing still did not understand why the mighty Celestial Wolf Great General had taken Chen Bin hostage.


"Could it be that Duwu Sili took Chen Bin away to learn the secrets of the ballistae and create his own ballista army?" Xi Yuanqing said.


"Impossible!"


Xi Yuanqing was immediately interrupted by Zhang Shouzhi.


"Ballistae have always been one of the highest secrets of the Great Tang. A diagram is required to build a ballista. It's not something that you can build just by looking at its exterior. If you did that, you would just get a giant iron crossbow at best. Moreover, that's a matter to be handled by craftsmen, while soldiers are responsible for the actual fighting. Chen Bin might be the commander of the ballistae, but he doesn't have the diagram on him. It would be impossible for Duwu Sili to obtain the secret of the ballistae from him.


"In addition, the ballistae required a high level of skill in forging and a complete system of smithing. This is not something a steppe empire like the Western Turks can realize. Even if they did get their hands on the ballista diagram, it would be useless in their hands! They wouldn't be able to forge even one ballista!"


Zhang Shouzhi's expression was firm. In the field of smithing, his authority was absolute. The construction of the City of Steel and the realization of the giant ballista both raised Zhang Shouzhi's reputation to incredible levels, and he was an undisputed grandmaster of the field. This was particularly true with regards to the construction of the grand project that was the City of Steel. As he had overseen the entire project, he had achieved an almost divine status in the hearts of many craftsmen.


If he said that the Western Turkic Khaganate could not build a ballista even with the diagram, then this was the case.


"But what if the Western Turkic Khaganate cooperates with Arabia to build ballistae?" another officer of the Anxi Protectorate army asked.


The Western Turks, Tibetans, and Arabs were currently in a three-way alliance. Everyone feared a worst-case scenario where the Western Turks collaborated with the Arabs.


The Western Turkic Khaganate truly did lack the necessary skills to forge a ballista, but the Arabs were different. They were completely capable of such a feat.


"Not possible!"


Before Zhang Shouzhi could reply, Gao Xianzhi shook his head and rejected the notion.


"The Arabs are quite proud, and they only began to truly get into conflict with us and interact with ballistae for two months. During that period, the Arabs had not yet formed an alliance with the Western Turks. Their alliance is still newly-formed, with each side still doubting the other. This is definitely not a situation where the three parties trust each another enough to work together to build a ballista. Moreover, Abu Muslim is the style of commander who would prefer to see Duwu Sili leading an army to cooperate with the Arabs in attacking us, not a mere ballista diagram. Thus, this situation is impossible. At the very least, Duwu Sili doing something like this has nothing to do with Abu Muslim."


"But if the Western Turkic Khaganate can't make ballistae and Duwu Sili doesn't plan to cooperate with the Arabs, why did he take Chen Bin hostage?" Xue Qianjun muttered.


His words cast a silence on the gathered officers. Chen Bin was the commander of the ballista army. If Duwu Sili had not taken him hostage for the ballistae, then what was it for? No one could answer this question.


"There's no need to think about it anymore. If Duwu Sili didn't come for the ballistae, then he could only be after one other thing: the Wushang Cavalry!" Wang Chong suddenly declared.


In Talas, the strongest and most effective forces the Great Tang had were the ballista army and the well-armed and -armored Wushang Cavalry. If it wasn't the ballistae, then there was only one choice left.


"But, Wang Chong, wasn't Chen Bin the commander of the ballista army? If Duwu Sili wanted to do something to the Wushang Cavalry, why would he take Chen Bin?"


Gao Xianzhi slightly frowned in confusion. The mighty Celestial Wolf Great General dominated the steppe and would not make such a low-class error. Gao Xianzhi was rather befuddled by this situation.


"…In addition, if Duwu Sili wanted to move against the Wushang, he would just attack. Even if he wanted the Meteoric Metal armor or Wootz Steel swords of the Wushang Cavalry, he wouldn't need to take someone hostage."


The Wushang Cavalry possessed unimaginable power, and as a commander, Gao Xianzhi could not have possibly failed to notice this. Moreover, Wang Chong had never hidden the secrets of the Meteoric Metal and Wootz Steel swords from him.


"This problem probably has its roots in the armor."


Wang Chong's lips curved into an almost undetectable and bitter smile.


"All the officers under my command are equipped with Meteoric Metal armor and Wootz Steel swords, with the generals possessing equipment of even higher quality. Duwu Sili isn't familiar with the structure of my army, so he must have only noticed that the Wushang Cavalry were equipped with special armor, taking note of nothing else. As a result, he took Chen Bin to be part of the Wushang Cavalry. As for Duwu Sili's goal in taking a hostage, he's probably after formation phenomena."


Buzz!


Everyone had been confused at first, but the words 'formation phenomena' instantly made them understand. Gao Xianzhi and Cheng Qianli, who had a broad range of experience, particularly understood the weight behind these words.


Gao Xianzhi's heart instantly sank. As a top-class commander, he only needed Wang Chong to say a little for him to swiftly understand the implications.


"This situation is looking rather bad. Formation phenomena are no minor affair," Gao Xianzhi gravely said. "In truth, after this battle was over, I was planning to ask you about it. And it's hard to blame Duwu Sili for desiring your formation phenomena. The Celestial Wolf Cavalry is one of the three most powerful cavalry forces of the Western Turkic Khaganate. If Duwu Sili could get his hands on the secret of formation phenomena and push the Celestial Wolf Illusory Formation to the highest level, he will be a powerful foe of our Great Tang, whether now or in the future. In addition, I don't have much of an understanding of your subordinates, but there's a matter I want to ask you. Chen Bin is the commander of the ballista army, so does he know anything about the Wushang Cavalry's formation phenomena?"


"He knows."


Wang Chong nodded.


"Before I formed the ballista army, he was actually one of the Wushang Cavalry's officers. Although he doesn't know every secret, he knows around eighty percent of them."


"Wang Chong, the Western Turks are an empire of cavalry, and they use far more formations than we do. If Duwu Sili gets his hands on the secret of formation phenomena and spreads it through the Western Turkic Khaganate, you understand what that will mean. So if you will forgive me, let me ask another question. Given your understanding of Chen Bin, if Duwu Sili wants to get the secret of the formation phenomena from him, will he succeed?"


Gao Xianzhi spoke very tactfully, but his expression grew even more serious. Duwu Sili had never been one to make petty schemes. As one of the strongest Great Generals of the Western Turkic Khaganate and the esteemed Irkin, he was not one to only think about strengthening his Celestial Wolf Cavalry. This was no longer a simple matter of Chen Bin's capture affecting the ballista army. This was now a strategic matter that could affect the balance of power between the Great Tang and the Western Turkic Khaganate.


"Haaaa…"



Wang Chong gave a long sigh as he slowly raised his head and looked to the east.


"What I'm worried about now is not whether Duwu Sili can get his hands on the secret of formation phenomena, but the fact that he won't get the secret!"


A deep concern tinged Wang Chong's voice.



                                                                        