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The bandits were very familiar with the tactics of Gaojia Village.
But to Zuo Liangyu, they were quite novel.
Before his mind could react, he heard two tremendous booms—"boom! boom!"—and instantly, his cannon troops battalion collapsed; all the artillery soldiers were blown down to the ground, no, some had lain down voluntarily.
However, those who lay down voluntarily didn’t die, but were scared out of their wits.
Zuo Liangyu said, "Huh?"
"Boom! Boom! Boom!"
The cannons opposite continued firing; the small cannon tubes were convenient to carry, not merely two or three in number. Despite Shi Kefa being the weakest commander’s column, he had brought around ten small cannon tubes.
Projectiles came flying continuously; with a thundering explosion, Zuo Liangyu’s army was thrown into complete disarray.
Especially the outer bandits; originally, their military discipline was poor, and they were cowardly. If not for being death-fearing individuals, they wouldn’t have betrayed the bandit army early and surrendered to Zuo Liangyu.
The cannons exploded with such precision that wherever a projectile landed, a circle of people around it would fall; it was utterly terrifying. The bandits lacked steely will to resist this; amid a roar, the outer bandits began to scatter frantically.
Zuo Liangyu flew into a rage: "Attack! Charge forward and chop up their cannon troops battalion for me."
Under his command, three thousand officials formed ranks and began to advance slowly forward...
But to reiterate, he still didn’t know the might of Gaojia Village.
Facing the firearm troops of Gaojia Village, how could they advance in formation like that? It hardly differed from seeking death.
The firearm soldiers immediately opened fire...
This wasn’t the Sharp Knife Troop; not everyone had bolt-action rifles, but they could afford Sharps Rifles. This was the same weapon that, in ten breaths, could fire four rounds and subdue the Ushan Tribe.
The firearm soldiers carved a small groove in the half-height earthen wall, rested their gun barrels in it, and aimed at Zuo Liangyu’s army: "Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!"
After a burst of gunfire, a large portion of Zuo Liangyu’s vanguard went down.
Ordinary shields couldn’t stop bullets from breech-loading rifles; many soldiers holding shields felt a sharp jolt in their wrists, saw a small hole pierced through, then sharp pain hit their chests... they screamed and collapsed.
Zuo Liangyu said, "Fuck!"
The whole incident left Zuo Liangyu utterly dazed.
After all, it was his first contact with the Gaojia Village Militia; anyone first encountering it would be stunned.
His mind briefly went blank, and he even forgot to issue specific commands.
With no orders arriving, a formidable army would have charged onward.
But a useless one would—collapse!
Zuo Liangyu’s army was the latter.
With a chaotic shout, Zuo Liangyu’s subordinates began retreating backward, fleeing in a frantic, fan-shaped scatter.
Zuo Menggeng grabbed Zuo Liangyu’s horse reins: "Father, let’s retreat quickly."
Zuo Liangyu said, "Fuck! What exactly happened?"
Zuo Menggeng said, "The other side is incredibly strong, unbelievably powerful. Anyway, we need to run."
Zuo Liangyu said, "He, Shi Kefa, a mere worthless civil official, who only knows scholarly talk and is ignorant of military affairs... how could it be?"
Zuo Menggeng: "Father, stop this foolish talk! Run, quickly!"
The father and son tugged their reins, wheeling their horses westward as they galloped wildly away...
Shi Kefa made no move to pursue. Prioritizing caution, he ordered, "Zuo Liangyu has already been defeated by us. He can advance no further east. He will only continue westward. We'll secure all eastern routes and advance steadily, cornering him and the Eighth Great King in one place for annihilation."
Observing this, King of Disruption decided against waiting any longer. Spotting a group of fleeing rebels, he turned to Li Guo, "Look, that unit is heading straight into the Dabie Mountains..."
Li Guo nodded, "I recognize them. They are Chuang Taitian's men."
King of Disruption said, "Chuang Taitian and I once swore brotherhood. He was a good comrade. I don't know why his men ended up under Zuo Liangyu. Now that Zuo Liangyu is routed, it's a perfect chance. Let's find Chuang Taitian's men and talk."
With Li Guo, he swiftly slid down the hillside.
Chuang Taitian's men were still fleeing in panic. Not far into the Dabie Mountains, a figure slid down the hillside ahead and blocked the path, shouting, "Gentlemen! Look and see who I am!"
Chuang Taitian's men gasped in surprise, "Brother King of Disruption!"
King of Disruption demanded, "Brother Chuang Taitian? Where is he?"
The men wept, "Brother Chuang Taitian was defeated by Zuo Liangyu! He got separated amidst the scattered troops. We couldn't find him anywhere, so we reluctantly followed Zuo Liangyu."
King of Disruption declared, "If that's the case, follow me now. But first, hear this clearly: once you follow me, there will be no more burning, killing, or plundering. I have changed my strategy. We rebel by a new way now."
The men replied, "We will all follow Brother King of Disruption!"
King of Disruption nodded, "Follow me!"
He led the way. Chuang Taitian's five thousand former soldiers all followed him, twisting and turning through the Dabie Mountains until they vanished into the dense forests.
Meanwhile, in the hot air balloon above BAIMAO Town, the scout from Gaojia Village was frantically recording which directions Zuo Liangyu's routed army was fleeing. He needed to ensure all the scattered bandits were corralled within the encirclement.
The scout immediately spotted the large force fleeing deep into the Dabie Mountains.
He hastily wrote a message, stuffed it into a bamboo tube, and dropped it down.
The message swiftly reached the hands of Shi Kefa...
Unfolding his map, Shi Kefa frowned, "Our forces currently block the southern approaches to the Dabie Mountains. East of the mountains lies Luzhou (Hefei). Before leaving Anlu for this campaign, I had already arranged defenses in Luzhou. This routed bandit force cannot take Luzhou. They have no choice but to head north. After traversing the Dabie Mountains, they will enter the jurisdiction of the northern route army... The northern route army is strong. They will deal with them."
At the same time...
King of Disruption addressed his close advisors as they walked, "Shaanxi and Sichuan must also have these strange firearm soldiers emerging now, just like Shanxi and Henan... And now, with the firearm soldier force led by Anlu Provincial Governor Shi Kefa, it's clear that this strange firearm troop is casting a massive net. They aim to sweep up all the rebel armies in the Central Plains in one go."
This statement startled his advisors, "Then we too are trapped inside this encirclement! What can we do now?"
King of Disruption replied, "Though the net is vast, it has one hole: Fengyang. Fengyang is the ancestral tomb site of the Zhu family. After the Eighth Great King ravaged it once, the court guards that place intently. This firearm faction includes even people like Wang Er, so they are definitely not aligned with the court. If they don't want to alert the court, they will surely avoid major operations in Fengyang."
His men grasped his meaning immediately, "So we can slip through Fengyang?"
King of Disruption confirmed, "Yes! But remember this crucial point: we must not harm the common people of Fengyang. Otherwise, this firearm troop will pursue us swiftly. Only by committing no infringements upon the people will we avoid alerting these firearm soldiers."
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Wuchang.
The tenth Chu King Zhu Huakai of the Ming Dynasty was sitting in the gold-wrapped chair granted by the Hongwu era, his face filled with fear.
Zhu Huakai was the twin brother of the ninth Prince Zhu Huakai. Originally, he had been enfeoffed as Prince Xuanhua, a very low-key minor prince, the kind who left barely any records in history books.
But not long ago, the ninth Prince Zhu Huakai was attacked by a "monster" in the dead of night and was scared to death under the bed.
Zhu Huakai had no descendants, but the position of Chu King could not remain vacant. So, the civil officials had to find Prince Xuanhua Zhu Huakai and bring him back. They forced him onto the gold-wrapped chair of Chu King. Then, a group of people said to him, "From today on, you are no longer Prince Xuanhua, but Chu King."
Zhu Huakai felt immense pressure!
He knew how his brother had died.
It was said that rebels caused chaos, and common citizens fled to Wuchang. His brother not only refused to let the common citizens enter the city but also used a crossbow to injure one of them. This foolish move angered both heaven and mankind, and the vengeful spirits of the common citizens transformed into a monster that entered the prince's residence in the dead of night and killed his brother.
With this precedent, how could Zhu Huakai dare to misbehave?
Wuchang City quickly became a sanctuary for the people of Hubei. All fleeing common citizens were welcomed with open city gates.
Zhu Huakai worried that the common citizens might be too afraid to come. He sent people to hang a large banner over the city gate: "Our gate is always open, waiting for you with open arms."
The common citizens naturally did not hold back. Outside, it was chaotic with wars—who would be polite? With a roar, they surged into the city.
The population inside Wuchang City became crowded suddenly.
City residents assumed the grain price would soar immediately. Yet, huge logistics teams frequently passed by on the river. Each time they passed Wuchang, they delivered large quantities of grain into the city. People were arranged to distribute congee and aid the citizens. A grain shop also opened, selling grain at fair prices to common citizens.
Anyway, if you had money, you could buy grain at fair prices. If you were too frugal to pay, you could eat the aid and food—though it was less comfortable than consuming what you bought yourself.
In this way, Wuchang City held firm amid the chaos.
The grain price did not rise. The city was not thrown into disorder. Refugees packed every street, but everyone could survive.
Now, the person living the hardest life in Wuchang City was Zhu Huakai.
Every night before sleeping, he examined under the bed countless times.
Every time he sat on the gold-wrapped chair, his heart pounded.
Every day, he burned incense and worshipped Buddha, praying to all gods, just asking them to protect him from a monster visiting him.
He was already sixty-six years old—such worries truly exhausted his mind.
"Report!" A Personal Guard of Chu King ran in: "The bandit army of the Eighth Great King is wandering outside the city again."
Zhu Huakai said: "Why fear the Eighth Great King? Monsters are the scariest now! Did you bring the Daoist master I asked for?"
"Well... Ma Tianzheng, the enlightened Daoist of the Quanzhen Dragon Gate sect, will arrive soon. Scouts said he was coming by boat and should be here in about half an hour."
Zhu Huakai was overjoyed: "Ah, he'll arrive in half an hour? Why didn't you notify me earlier? Hurry, prepare the sedan. I must personally greet Master Ma."
Zhu Huakai quickly tidied his clothes, cleaned himself up fully, assembled the grandest procession with the highest standards, and marched toward the water gate of Wuchang.
At this moment, the large force of the bandit army of the Eighth Great King was wandering outside the north city gate of Wuchang.
The magistrate of Wuchang stood on the city walls, surrounded by a group of useless garrison soldiers and some militias with weak combat power. He felt immense pressure and turned to ask his subordinates: "Has Chu King not arrived yet? We need his guards to help defend the city."
The subordinate said: "The procession of Chu King has emerged."
The magistrate of Wuchang was overjoyed.
But the joy lasted barely two minutes when an aide reported: "Chu King's ceremonial procession is heading toward the Southern Water Gate."
The magistrate of Wuchang gasped in shock: "The bandit army is at the north gate! Why's he going to the south gate? Trying to flee? A prince cannot abandon his fief without permission—fleeing is a capital offense!"
The aide replied: "He seems to be... welcoming someone."
The magistrate: "..."
Just as he wanted to curse aloud, the rebel general outside the walls roared first: "Magistrate of Wuchang! I advise you to deliver all the gold, silver, jewels, grain, and treasures inside the city immediately. Otherwise, when these walls fall, we'll slaughter every last living soul in this wretched town!"
The magistrate snapped: "Screw your mother! You're all lunatics, every last one of you! All forcing my hand! I'll fight you all to the death!"
...
At that very moment, the Southern Water Gate.
Chu King Zhu Huakai stood atop the city wall, watching a small boat approach from afar. On it stood a Daoist priest, radiating an aura of immortality and extraordinary presence—it was Ma Tianzheng.
Through the years, Ma Tianzheng had journeyed across the land, spreading the glory of the Dao Xuan Deity. He had become a renowned Daoist master, his ethereal grace alone enough to captivate countless souls before he even spoke.
As the boat docked, ordinary people might disembark awkwardly.
But Ma Tianzheng was different—a master of "divine being-level coolness." He tapped the scabbard on his back. With a zing, his three-foot azure sword unsheathed. Catching the hilt mid-air, he spun the blade—swish, swish, swish—drawing gleaming arcs of steel.
His body flowed with the blade as he floated down from the boat. Landing ashore, he unleashed a sequence of Quanzhen sword techniques: swish, swish, swish. "Heaven and earth boundless, cosmos lend your might! By the decree of the Great Supreme Elder Lord!"
Casually, he flung his sword skyward. The blade spun twice, plummeted downward with another zing—and landed perfectly into the scabbard upon his back, sheathing itself firmly.
This trick alone had taken Ma Tianzheng twenty years to perfect!
Utterly, impossibly cool.
Instantly humbled, Zhu Huakai felt he’d found the savior he sought: "Great Master, save me!"
Ma Tianzheng inquired: "I heard a monster plagues Wuchang?"
Zhu Huakai burst into tears: "Yes, yes! It’s a fiendish beast! Night after night I dare not sleep... Scrutinizing under my bed a hundred times each bedtime..."
Ma Tianzheng hushed him: "Shh! Not so fast. Say no more. Allow this humble priest to divine an omen first."
Zhu Huakai fell silent instantly—not even an emperor could command such obedience.
Ma Tianzheng’s hands wove an invisible seal, fingers dancing through cryptic gestures. Soon, he exhaled abruptly: "This humble priest understands now."
Zhu Huakai rejoiced: "What have you perceived, Great Master?"
Ma Tianzheng instructed: "Accompany me, Your Highness."
Flicking his Daoist robe aside, he strode confidently into Wuchang City. Though his first visit, his steps betrayed no hesitation. He navigated streets and alleys as if intimately familiar.
Zhu Huakai scurried to follow, trailed by crowds of princely guards.
None comprehended what elixir Ma Tianzheng brewed in his gourd. Many guards silently scoffed: He must be a charlatan—here to swindle the Prince of his gold.
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A large crowd followed Ma Tianzheng, turning down several streets.
They arrived at a small alley not far outside the Prince's mansion, tucked away in a remote corner.
Everyone was puzzled.
Ma Tianzheng mumbled something softly, then spoke towards a small hole in the brick wall: "Hiding is useless, this humble Taoist sees you."
Everyone stared, bewildered.
A small metallic hand suddenly shot out from that tiny hole in the earth... a very small metallic hand.
Chu King: "Aaaaaah!"
The Chu King's subordinates: "Aaaaaah!"
The metal hand was, of course, the Little Scouting Deity's...
Back when he had scared Chu King to death, he had left the Scouting-Type Little Deity in a forgotten corner of Wuchang City. Now, he was merely having Ma Tianzheng retrieve it again.
The Deity always enjoyed "playing games in the mortal realm," mischievous like Jigong the Monk. Since the Deity demanded Ma Tianzheng play this prank, Ma Tianzheng was naturally happy to cooperate.
Ma Tianzheng said solemnly, "Hiding inside is useless. This humble Taoist knows you are a monster formed by the coalesced grievances of the countless dead common folk inside and outside Wuchang City. Considering your bitter past in life, I won't blast you with a magical artifact. Leave on your own."
The small metal hand made a strange gesture at the hole's entrance, almost like it was flipping someone off, then pointed a finger at Chu King. Its voice sounded ghastly: "Chu King caused my death. The bandits wanted to kill me. I tried to enter the city, but he wouldn't let me in."
Zhu Huakai: "Aaaah, it wasn't me, it wasn't me! That was my twin brother! I am a good person, I am a good person!"
The voice from the hole was dark and malevolent: "Can't tell! I don't think he's good. I want to finish him off."
Zhu Huakai: "Aaaaah! Master! Save me, save me!"
Ma Tianzheng addressed the metallic arm sternly: "So, if the Prince proves he is a good person, you won't harm him?"
The voice in the hole answered: "Why would I harm the good? I kill only the wicked."
Ma Tianzheng turned to look at Zhu Huakai.
Zhu Huakai instantly understood. "This Prince will do good deeds immediately! Right away!"
Ma Tianzheng turned back to the hole: "Are you satisfied now?"
"Tsk!" replied the voice from the hole. "Ma Tianzheng, out of respect for you, I'll leave for now... But should Chu King commit evil again, I will surely return to take his life. Step aside, I'm coming out."
This utterance was terrifyingly effective. Chu King and his followers instantly scattered, fleeing to a safe distance far away.
Whoosh! A tiny silhouette darted out from the small hole.
It was a little metal skeletal figure, its face all smeared with dark mud. Its movements were incredibly swift. In a flash, it vanished beyond the alley entrance, disappearing without a trace.
Witnessing a monster emerge firsthand left Zhu Huakai utterly paralyzed with fear, and the royal guards were also completely frozen...
Only then did Ma Tianzheng turn to Chu King Zhu Huakai and explain: "The bandits wreak havoc, ravage lives. Too many vengeful spirits haunt the lands surrounding this city... The previous Chu King heaped injustice upon the populace, oppressing the innocent, concentrating their hatred upon himself. Those grievances gathered and coalesced into such a monster."
Zhu Huakai: "Then... then..."
Ma Tianzheng: "It dragged your brother's soul down to the underworld, trapping him in the Eighteenth Level of Hell..."
Zhu Huakai was horrified: "He... he's trapped in the Eighteenth Level of Hell? Oh heavens! Oh heavens, aaaaah! What can be done? What can be done? How can my brother be saved? And me! Master, you must save me..."
Ma Tianzheng: "There are two ways to avert this calamity. First, as stated earlier, by showing kindness, being a good person. Second, repelling the bandits and safeguarding the peace of this land."
Zhu Huakai said: "I, the prince, cannot manage to repel the bandits."
Ma Tianzheng said: "Since you cannot do this one, let's not discuss it for now, but achieving one of them is not difficult at all."
Zhu Huakai nodded vigorously: "This is not difficult. I will immediately distribute congee to help citizens and give money to the refugees. Give money! I will give money!"
From behind the distant wall, the sound of that metal monster suddenly rang out again: "Heh heh heh, you think giving money makes you a good person? Who doesn't know that the Chu King's mansion has one million taels of silver! Taking out thirty or fifty thousand to give away hardly hurts you at all, like tossing a bone to the poor. Do you think that's called a good deed?"
Zhu Huakai was terrified: this monster even knew that his mansion had one million taels.
Well, actually, this one million taels was not earned by him; it was earned by his twin brother, the ninth-generation Chu King Zhu Huakai. Zhu Huakai was truly not a good person; during his term, he not only beat a provincial governor to death, but also oppressed good citizens and levied excessive taxes.
This was truly ill-gotten wealth.
To save his life, he dared not keep it. Since the money was not earned by himself anyway, he really wouldn't feel bad about giving it out.
Zhu Huakai hastily said: "I will give away this entire one million taels to prove my sincerity."
Ma Tianzheng smiled: "That is very good."
He turned to the distance: "Wrongful ghost, did you hear that too?"
"I heard... If he really gives it all away, I won't trouble him anymore and will go peacefully to be reincarnated."
Zhu Huakai: "Give it all, immediately give it all, go now to give it."
As soon as he finished speaking, loud cries of "Kill!" arose outside the north gate of Wuchang City; the bandits were making gestures to attack it.
Zhu Huakai was startled again: "This... what are we to do about this?"
Ma Tianzheng looked calm: "With one million taels of silver to handsomely reward brave warriors, how could this city possibly not be defended? Since you plan to give away that one million taels anyway, giving it to support the city's defense would be even better, wouldn't it?"
Zhu Huakai was overjoyed: "Yes! It could be done this way."
He immediately shouted loudly: "Quick, convey my order! Funded by my Chu King's mansion, every young adult who is willing to stand out and defend Wuchang shall be awarded ten taels of silver each! If they successfully repel the bandits, another ten taels shall be awarded. If unfortunately they perish, thirty taels shall be awarded to their families. Furthermore, any commoner who works to transport supplies and assist in defending the city shall each receive a reward."
As soon as this order came out!
The entire Wuchang City instantly awakened. The commoners, with a roar, rushed up the wall at the city's north gate, densely poking their heads out on it: "How dare ruffians invade our Wuchang!"
The bandit chief outside the city looked up and immediately gasped in shock: "Is this for real? This many people?"
Countless commoners on the city walls waved flags and shouted: "Come on, come attack the city! Come on over here!"
This damn thing was impossible to attack!
What attackers fear most is when the defenders are united as one with the people.
This is called an impregnable fortress.
The bandit chief said: "Damn it, you boys remember this. We'll show you later."
After shouting a couple of threatening words to save face, the bandits quickly retreated.
Zhu Huakai sighed in relief: "Whew, the bandits have retreated, but they only retreated and are not eliminated. What should we do when they come back again?"
Ma Tianzheng calculated with his fingers, smiled and said: "No problem. Within three days, reinforcements will surely arrive."
Zhu Huakai was overjoyed: "Master, can you even calculate this?"
Ma Tianzheng smiled: "This Daoist disciple follows under the Dao Xuan Deity. The Deity foresaw five hundred years before, foresaw five hundred years after, and knows everything in the middle five hundred years. In this world, there is nothing the Deity does not know. Here is the Dao Xuan Deity's Demon Elimination Tale; I am teaching it to you now. You should study it well every day... You will surely gain something."
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Ma Tianzheng's prophecy swiftly became reality.
Two days later, a vast fleet of ships emerged on the Yangtze river outside Wuchang City.
The magistrate of Wuchang felt tense; he didn't know the origin of this fleet and dared not let them in carelessly.
But then, Chu King Zhu Huakai raced toward the South Water Gate, followed closely by the enlightened monk Ma Tianzheng.
Zhu Huakai bellowed, "Open the water gate quickly! Let them in! They are reinforcements! Reinforcements!"
The magistrate of Wuchang exclaimed, "Reinforcements from where? Which imperial general commands them? Why have I not heard a word about this?"
Zhu Huakai retorted, "You know nothing! This is an army sent by the Deity to save the common people!"
The magistrate of Wuchang: "?"
Zhu Huakai waved a copy of Dao Xuan Deity’s Demon Elimination Tale excitedly. "Look at this and you'll understand! Moved by supreme compassion, the Deity organized a volunteer force to rescue the suffering!"
The three characters for "White Lotus Sect" flashed through the magistrate's mind instantly. But before he could protest, Chu King's Personal Guard surged forward. They grabbed him by both arms, lifting his feet clear off the ground, and "escorted" him far away.
"Open the South Water Gate!"
The water gate of Wuchang City swung wide open. The volunteer fleet entered the city through it.
Cheng Xu stood aboard the leading ship. Gao Chuwu and Zheng Daniu flanked him left and right. Zhu Huakai ran over eagerly, his face beaming. "The Deity’s army truly looks imposing and formidable! Even I, this humble Prince, wish to join!"
Cheng Xu laughed. "You’re already sixty-six years old! Best not to trouble yourself."
However, the older people get, the more intensely superstitious they can become.
Zhu Huakai looked at the volunteer force with eyes burning red with envy; he truly longed to join. He contemplated that in the future, if he donated more to the temples of the Dao Xuan Deity Teachings, he might even secure an honorary instructor position.
Cheng Xu inquired, "How is the situation here now?"
Zhu Huakai hesitated, "Uh... this... This humble Prince isn't entirely sure. We must have the magistrate explain." So, Chu King's Personal Guard "escorted" the magistrate of Wuchang back again.
Hauled back and forth, the magistrate of Wuchang felt utterly numb. Yet he could not afford to offend the Prince of Chu’s estate. The previous Prince of Chu had dared to beat a Governor to death! The temper of this new Chu King was still unknown, but it was best not to provoke it.
He had to swallow his pride. Addressing Cheng Xu, he asked, "You are a volunteer force?"
Cheng Xu smiled, "Yes, volunteers. We have volunteers from Shaanxi, Shanxi, Henan, and even Sichuan. All common folk, united under the Deity’s summons to deal with the bandits."
Having heard Chu King talk about the Deity in recent days, the magistrate had still mostly regarded it as another organization like the "White Lotus Sect" and hadn’t paid it much mind. But since this sect, unlike the White Lotus Sect, caused no harm and was sending troops to help him fight the bandits, there was no need for hostility either.
The magistrate explained, "The troops of the Eighth Great King have been roaming outside Wuchang. Thankfully, the villagers have all taken shelter inside Wuchang City, or they would have all perished. However, cramming everyone inside Wuchang isn’t a long-term solution. The farmland outside needs tending; we can’t just abandon it."
Cheng Xu nodded, "Hmm, understood. Now that we are here, leave the Eighth Great King to us to handle."
Could the magistrate say no?
It seemed he could not!
The Prince of Chu was actively backing this group. A mere magistrate like him had little choice but to step aside.
Smaller boats streamed continuously from the river into Wuchang City. Then, Militia Soldiers armed with firearms swiftly took over control of the arrow towers, the main gatehouse, and every vital defensive point along the walls. Soon, firearm soldiers guarded every key defensive position.
Throughout this entire process, Cheng Xu didn’t even issue a single command. He left everything to the Captains of each small unit.
Witnessing their impeccable military discipline, the magistrate felt a secret jolt of surprise: This volunteer force is extraordinary. They are more like a proper official army than the officials themselves!
A Militia Soldier walked to the foot of the north city tower, looked left and right, and finally chose the sturdiest stone pillar on the city tower, wrapping a very thick rope around it.
The magistrate was greatly puzzled and said, "What is this for?"
He soon understood. On the other end of this thick rope was attached a giant balloon lantern. The Militia Soldiers filled the balloon with hot air, and it slowly flew into the sky above Wuchang City.
High up, there was wind. With a gentle blow, the huge balloon drifted with the wind. Fortunately, the long rope below was tied to the city tower, so it wasn't blown away.
The magistrate saw this "high-tech" and got a big fright, saying, "Oh my!"
Chu King, however, was extremely excited and said, "Ma Tianzheng, isn't this the thing from Dao Xuan Deity’s Demon Elimination Tale, Episode 15? The secret magic bestowed by the Deity, the Giant Kongming Lantern. Once it flies into the sky, within tens of li around, the bandit army has nowhere to hide."
Ma Tianzheng smiled and said, "The Deity himself, when he has time, will look down from heaven at the suffering in the mortal world, but he is very busy. Besides, one day in heaven is a year in the mortal world. If the Deity occasionally rests or takes a nap, a lot of time passes down here, so the Deity can't always watch over us. That's why he bestowed this Giant Kongming Lantern for us to keep an eye on things ourselves."
Chu King said, "That makes sense. How noble are deities! How could they do nothing all day but stare at us mortals? Deities aren't that idle."
"Ah-Choo!" Li Daoxuan, who was staring at Gao Yiye, sneezed and said, "Who's speaking ill of me behind my back?"
Gao Yiye heard Li Daoxuan's voice, raised her head, and smiled at the sky, "Who dares say bad things about the Deity?"
Li Daoxuan said with a laugh, "There are plenty who dare to. I'm not the strongest in the world. Besides, even someone unbeatable often gets criticized behind his back."
Gao Yiye nodded thoughtfully.
Li Daoxuan asked, "Yiye, how do you plan to have fun today?"
Gao Yiye said with a laugh, "The Deity trained two students in the News Department to take over Gaojia News, so now I have time to go out and play again. I want to go to Henan and look around."
"What is there to see in Henan?"
"I heard that you, Deity, in Wuyang County, threw down a divine seal and stamped a huge mark on the ground... I want to see what it really looks like."
Li Daoxuan laughed, "Then there's no need to go to Wuyang to see it. Come, I'll stamp one for you to look at."
Having said that, Li Daoxuan took out his cheap stall stamp, and on the open space beside Gaojia Village's main fortress, he threw it down with a smack...
Bang!
The earth quaked and the mountains shook.
But the villagers weren't scared. On the contrary, they were extremely excited. A big crowd gathered around, "Wow, the Deity's divine seal! Look, it has 'Shen Si Du Xing' carved on it— is this a truth?"
"I want to make a personal seal like this too."
"Are you stupid? Make a Deity-style one? Isn't this blasphemy?"
"You must be new here? In Gaojia Village, everyone knows the Deity doesn't mind this. The hero's outfits sold here are all Deity-style."
Thus, three days later, Deity-style seals carved with "Shen Si Du Xing" sold like hotcakes! And the jade used by the villagers was high-quality genuine jade, not like the Deity's one, which was faux jade from a cheap stall.
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Chapter 1205: Going to Great Lengths
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"Report, reinforcements have come to Wuchang City."
A bandit scout ran to the front of the Eighth Great King (Zhang Xianzhong): "Wuchang City was already hard to attack, and now reinforcements have arrived, making it even more difficult for our army to capture."
The Eighth Great King frowned.
Well, for a large city like Wuchang, he had not really thought he must capture it anyway. If it could not be taken, so be it. Going after some easier targets would have been more profitable.
While he was thinking about where to go, a middle-aged man walked in from outside.
The Eighth Great King looked closely; it was the Shanxi merchant, Zhai Tang.
Zhai Tang and the Eighth Great King were old friends. A few years ago, after the Shanxi merchants' northern trade routes had been cut, they had kept trading with the bandit army. The Shanxi merchants had not cared who the leader of the bandits was, be it King of Disruption, General of Disruption, or Eighth Great King; they had done business with whoever had money to buy things.
After King of Disruption had gone to Sichuan, and it became inconvenient for the Shanxi merchants to contact him, they had sold large amounts of supplies to the Eighth Great King.
The Eighth Great King saw that Zhai Tang’s face had an unpleasant expression and asked curiously, "Mr. Zhai, what is wrong with you?"
Zhai Tang said gravely, "The situation is not good."
The Eighth Great King: "?"
Zhai Tang: "We have seen a large number of moving firearm soldiers in Henan."
The Eighth Great King laughed: "A large number moving? How large? Bigger than my 150,000-man army?"
Zhai Tang: "Not that big, but... perhaps about 30,000."
He had been quite conservative; actually, the Northern Route army of Gaojia Village had totaled 35,000 men, plus support troops, making at least over 40,000. But Zhai Tang had not been able to observe that closely; he had only judged the number from the dust raised at a distance.
The expression on the Eighth Great King' face stiffened slightly: "30,000?"
He knew what 30,000 firearm soldiers meant!
His own 150,000-man army had half consisted of bandits' families—elderly and weak, women and children—all dragged along to boost the numbers. The actual combat forces were at most 70,000. But the enemy's 30,000 firearm soldiers were a full 30,000, with no padding.
With his 70,000 men, trying to fight those 30,000 firearm soldiers was absolutely impossible.
The Eighth Great King: "Are they coming after me?"
Zhai Tang: "Very likely! They have spread their forces out, setting up a huge net, forcing even my hidden bases in Henan to flee south."
Gaojia Village's massive net had originally been meant only to catch bandits. If they encountered merchant caravans or similar, they would not have done anything.
But the Shanxi merchants, with guilty consciences...
When they saw Gaojia Village's firearm soldiers coming, they had assumed it was to deal with them, so they had quickly packed up and fled south. They had had many businesses in
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