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Xing Honglang disembarked with her forty-two subordinates to treat the wounded on the dock, but the hundred water troops remained on the ship. Before they sailed, Li Daoxuan had relayed a strict order from Bai Yuan: This was a trial voyage, not an excuse for trouble. For safety’s sake, they were not to leave the ship unless absolutely necessary.
The water troops strictly adhered to the Decree of the Deity and obediently stayed put. To prevent anyone from suddenly rushing aboard, they deliberately kept the ship anchored more than ten feet away from the shore, watching the grisly spectacle unfold on the distant dock.
The dock was littered with corpses: militia local gentry who’d fallen resisting the bandits, fierce bandit raiders who’d charged and been cut down. One man lay half slumped over the fence, a spear lodged in his body; another floated face-down in the river, several arrows sticking from his back.
These water troops recruited from Bai Family Fortress had been guarding Horseshoe Lake for years, living peacefully and rarely venturing into the outside world. Witnessing the dock’s carnage now, they were shocked to realize how cruel and chaotic the world beyond remained.
Inwardly, they couldn’t help thinking: Thankfully, the Deity protects us back home. Our blessed lives didn’t come easily; we must guard it ever more fiercely.
The thought process was quite sophisticated.
Xing Honglang handed a bottle of healing ointment bestowed by the Deity to Iron Bird Flies. He eyed the bottle in his hand. "What’s this?"
"Yunnan Baiyao. Highly effective for wounds."
Iron Bird Flies: "Powerful medicine? How much per bottle? Name your price."
Xing Honglang fumed: "Your man is writhing in agony on the ground, and you’re haggling over price?"
Iron Bird Flies looked embarrassed: "Business habit. Ahem... business habit."
Xing Honglang: "No charge. Hurry up and treat your men."
Iron Bird Flies: "Ah, how can we accept without paying? Even brothers must settle bills clearly. You have to name a price before I dare use it."
Xing Honglang snatched the bottle back, shoved him aside, and personally began applying the medicine to his men. Her forty-two subordinates spread out across the dock, bandaging wounds and applying ointments. Many people recognized Xing Honglang here. Several greeted her: "Thank you, Boss Xing!"
"Haven’t seen you in ages, Boss Xing. Still as forthright as ever."
"Where’ve you been these years? Haven’t seen you buying salt in Puzhou?"
Xing Honglang’s people offered no explanations. Salt smugglers knew the importance of tight lips; revealing their current base of operations was unthinkable. They said not a word about Gaojia Village, focusing solely on applying medicine and treating the injured.
The dock gradually quietened. Uninjured survivors silently began clearing the bodies. It was the same routine: strip naked, then bury.
Xing Honglang waved Iron Bird Flies over, pulling him aside. She lowered her voice. "What nonsense is happening here in Shanxi? I return only to find this mess. Are the bandits running rampant?"
Iron Bird Flies nodded gravely. "Utterly rampant!"
Xing Honglang: "Tell me the details."
Iron Bird Flies: "Such crucial intelligence? Name your price?"
Xing Honglang raised a bowl-sized fist.
Iron Bird Flies hurriedly added, "Anyone can ask around for this information. Practically worthless, ahem... The Shanxi situation starts with Wang Jiayin. Ai..."
Hearing Wang Jiayin’s name again, Xing Honglang cursed inwardly. That troublemaker really knows how to cause chaos.
Iron Bird Flies: "After Wang Jiayin captured Hequ County and established himself in Shanxi, his forces became strong and well-equipped. His own core troops exceed thirty thousand men. Moreover, the bandit leaders who followed him from Shaanxi into Shanxi number over a hundred. If they all heed his call, he could potentially command three hundred and fifty thousand troops."
Xing Honglang: "Damnation!"
Iron Bird Flies: "Seeing such numbers, he got carried away. He declared himself king in Hequ County, calling himself 'King Yizi, the Horizontal Sovereign'. He set up a mock imperial administration, quite the formal affair. He appointed Wang Ziyong (Zijin Liang) as Left Grand Councilor and Military Strategist, Bai Yuzhu as Right Grand Councilor, Wang Guozhong as Royal Guard Commander... Then, he dispatched the more than one hundred bands of the bandit army now under his command to scatter across Shanxi. Places along the Yellow River got it the worst."
Xing Honglang frowned. "Declared himself king? Heh! Thinks he’s immortal! The court might’ve turned a blind eye if he hadn’t crowned himself. Calling himself ‘king’? He’ll die swiftly."
Iron Bird Flies: "Exactly! Contacts of mine on the legitimate channels say the court is marshaling heavy forces to crush him. The fool remains oblivious, drinking and reveling daily in Hequ County."
Xing Honglang: "He’s a goner. Forget him. What’s the current state here?"
Iron Bird Flies: "A disastrous state, alas... Ah! Right. I have a memorial captured from a government courier station. Fancy taking a look?"
Xing Honglang instinctively reached for it, then remembered his pedantic nature. She snorted. "You don’t intercept court memorials without reason. You captured this to sell it, didn’t you? Price!"
Iron Bird Flies grinned sheepishly. "Then I shall quote: one bottle of healing ointment."
Xing Honglang blinked, then smiled faintly. "Know some sense, boy."
She took the memorial and opened it:
"Ever since the Tianqi era began, the land of Jin [Shanxi] has seen not a year without disaster, and last year was especially harsh. Compounding this were the urgent levies along the Yellow River, harder to transport than sparks extinguishing [impossibly difficult]. On paper, the court allocated 220,000 taels, but the actual cost borne by the people exceeded a million. Officials fixated solely on fulfilling assessments, simultaneously pressing for both new and old taxes. The people sold children to be wives, carved out hearts, and shattered bones – their very substance is exhausted. Now, the spring rains bring no relief [the court offers not a copper of aid]. Strange mists and gales fill the days. Hearts churn with unrest; survival hangs by a thread daily. The weak perish in ditches; the strong glare with unspeakable fury. The rising tide of rebellion is unavoidable and inevitable."
"To the south of Qinyang and east and west of the city [Yangcheng], rebels declaring titles and raising banners are too numerous to count. Some number in the tens of thousands, others mere thousands. As soon as one raises the banner, five or six out of ten are coerced into joining. Situations in Shangdang and Fenshui are no different, passing critical points innumerable times."
"To eradicate Shanxi's bandits, first pacify Shanxi's destitute."
Xing Honglang finished reading swiftly, astounded. "Five or six out of ten Shanxi people have remained as bandits?"
Iron Bird Flies nodded grimly. "Except for those major cities and towns we can tally, nearly half the peasants in the villages have been swept away by the roving bandits... They couldn’t survive otherwise! When the bandits arrive, blades press their necks. Refusing means fighting to the death, just like us here at the ancient ferry dock..."
Xing Honglang sighed deeply. "The writer of this memorial shows considerable insight. He grasps: ‘To eradicate Shanxi's bandits, first pacify Shanxi's destitute.’ That idea is the crucial cornerstone. But... you intercepted this memorial. So, it can’t reach the emperor now? How will the court provide disaster relief? You wretched fool!"
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Iron Bird Flies spread his hands: "Boss Xing, rest assured. I only transcribed that memorial. I didn’t dare alter the original, and I had it delivered to the court. I, Iron Bird Flies of Hedong, am also a Shanxi man. I don’t want to cut off the lifeline for the people of Shanxi."
The fist Xing Honglang had raised slowly lowered. She sighed: "Forget it. Even if that memorial gets sent up, the court is unlikely to send aid and food to Shanxi. Shaanxi has been in turmoil for so many years, yet we’ve seen no aid from the court. Shanxi, then, is out of the question."
Iron Bird Flies frowned: "If the court doesn’t rescue us... then..."
Xing Honglang cut in: "If the court won’t save us, then we save ourselves! You’re a damn salt smuggler! How many days have you ever followed the rules set by the court? Why are you suddenly hoping for the court now?"
Iron Bird Flies was both amused and exasperated: "Boss Xing, this concerns millions of people in Shanxi! How could I, Iron Bird Flies, possibly save them? Look, just now before you arrived, I was nearly hacked to death by those bandits right on this dock. With my strength, who can I save? Matters like this can only rely on the court."
"So, if you lack strength, you don’t exert any effort at all?" Xing Honglang snorted. "One person isn’t enough? Then get two people. Two aren’t enough? Find even more! As long as there are enough people willing to put in even a shred of effort for our homeland, Shanxi can naturally be saved."
Iron Bird Flies: "That sounds pleasing to the ear, but actually doing it—"
Xing Honglang turned and shouted loudly to her forty-two subordinates: "Go to the ship. Push the grain carts down!"
Iron Bird Flies: "Huh? Grain?"
The moment he heard the word "grain," Iron Bird Flies’s eyes lit up with a glow almost shaped like copper coins.
Xing Honglang's subordinates returned to the ship, laid out a long plank, and pushed down over a dozen carts of grain onto the riverbank.
As soon as these grain carts appeared, well now, wasn't that something! Everyone on the dock looked over, eyes fixed, their gazes practically reaching out hands.
Xing Honglang declared: "This Shanxi... this old lady has decided to save it!"
Iron Bird Flies quickly asked: "This grain... what’s the price?"
Xing Honglang kicked him straight into the water: "Damn it! Your first words are just about asking the price!"
Iron Bird Flies emerged from the water, sputtering: "Boss Xing, beating me this time was completely unwarranted! Don’t tell me you’re giving this to me for free. I wouldn’t dare accept it. You’ve got to give me a price! Only then, brother, can I dare take it over."
Saying this, he turned to the large group of merchants on the dock—old acquaintances of Xing Honglang—and asked: "Everyone, what do you say?"
Strangely, their opinions were surprisingly unanimous. They nodded together: "Yes!"
Xing Honglang thought carefully. Indeed, there were many more benefits to charging money than not: "Iron Bird Flies, you give the price."
Iron Bird Flies offered: "Four hundred coins per dou! How about that?"
A dan was a bit over one hundred catties. One dan equaled ten dou, meaning one dou was roughly over ten catties. Iron Bird Flies’s quote roughly translated to over thirty coins per catty.
Xing Honglang started rapidly pondering in her mind. Iron Bird Flies dared to offer this price to take over the grain, meaning the grain price in Shanxi had already risen to at least seven or eight hundred coins per dou. Though still a bit short of Shaanxi’s thousand coins per dou, it wasn’t far off. Clearly, the drought in Shanxi was also severe.
Coupled with the court’s consistent ostrich policy – when bandits caused trouble in Shaanxi, they banned transporting grain into Shaanxi. Now that bandits were causing trouble in Shanxi, the authorities would surely ban grain shipments into Shanxi too. If this continued, grain prices were bound to rise even more.
The people of Shanxi, on the road of comparing misery, were fast catching up with the people of Shaanxi!
The current retail grain price in Gaojia Village was seven coins per catty. Compared to the people of Shanxi, they were truly several times happier.
Xing Honglang rolled her eyes: "Iron Bird Flies, at a crucial time like this, can’t you do business making a little less profit?"
"I can! Of course, I can!" Iron Bird Flies said promptly. "Boss Xing just saved my life. Taking a smaller profit is no problem at all. How about this? I’ll offer six hundred coins per dou to buy it from you!"
Xing Honglang’s voice rose sharply: "When I said less profit, I didn’t mean raise the price you give me! I meant lower the price you charge the common people!"
Iron Bird Flies was momentarily stunned. Finally, he understood. He sighed deeply and bowed respectfully to Xing Honglang: "Boss Xing, we are both salt smugglers. But my character is far inferior to yours. I understand. The goods you supply me, I will sell to the common people for six hundred coins per dou."
"That’s more like it." Xing Honglang knew six hundred coins per dou was still very expensive, roughly equivalent to a retail price of about fifty coins per catty. Eating grain at that price would still be immensely difficult for commoners. But she couldn’t sell at the Gaojia Village price right now either.
Selling it too cheaply would only lead to one person buying up huge quantities, hoarding it, or reselling it countless times. Eventually, it would still end up in the common people’s hands at an astronomical price.
Only by pricing it slightly below the market price could she ensure no one hoarded it or flipped it too many times. That way, more people could actually buy it.
Xing Honglang asked: "Do you know why I’m handing these goods over to you?"
Iron Bird Flies blinked, thought for a moment, and suddenly understood: "I have the ability to move goods around safely while guarding them."
Xing Honglang: "Exactly! Since it’s chaotic outside and ordinary merchants can’t transport goods anymore, now we can only rely on people like you. Avoid the main forces of the bandits, and you can get these goods to villages and towns, sold directly into the hands of the common people. You can earn some, but don’t earn too much. Consider it your share of effort, saving our homeland."
An awkward expression spread across Iron Bird Flies’s face: "Back then, we hid from officials to sell salt. Now, we have to hide from bandits to sell grain. Really... sigh..."
Xing Honglang took two carts of grain and sold them on the spot to the merchants, fishermen, and farmers on the dock. The remaining grain, she handed entirely to Iron Bird Flies: "Come back to the dock as quickly as you can once it’s sold. I’ll find a way to get more grain. From now on, we’ll meet at this dock for deliveries. We need to get as much grain into Shanxi as possible. Since the court won’t relieve the poor, we have to save them."
Iron Bird Flies cupped his fist: "Good!"
Seeing Xing Honglang’s group preparing to return to the ship, his gaze followed that large vessel. He looked left, then right. The more he looked, the more he liked it: "Boss Xing... about this ship of yours... give me a price quote?"
Xing Honglang raised her bowl-sized fist.
The bow main gun of the ship even turned soundlessly to aim directly at him.
Iron Bird Flies jumped in fright, hurriedly shrinking back to avoid it.
Just as the ship was about to set sail, Xing Honglang seemed to remember something. She turned around and called back to Iron Bird Flies:
"Next time we meet, bring a lot more salt! I need salt. A large amount of salt!"
It turned out, before this trip, Thirty-Two had personally come to find her specifically asking her to help acquire some salt to bring back. Salt was one of the essential raw materials for alkali production. Since Puzhou, Shanxi was the home territory of salt smugglers, Xing Honglang also carried the important task of establishing a purchasing channel for chemical raw materials on this journey.
Iron Bird Flies grinned: "Ah, now this is more like it! We should be selling salt! That fits our true identities. Just selling grain? What kind of salt smuggler does that? It nearly made me think I was about to go straight!"
As he finished speaking, he suddenly remembered something else. Cupping his hands as if shouting across water, he bellowed at the departing large ship:
"Boss Xing! About that salt you want... at least quote a price!"
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Li Daoxuan was eating dry pot fish when the ship returned.
Seeing his people hopping around vigorously on the deck, Li Daoxuan breathed a sigh of relief. Every time they ventured outside his sight, this Deity nanny worried intensely. Their safe return brought him immense joy.
However, Xing Honglang’s expression clearly wasn’t good.
Just then, Bai Yuan stepped forward first. "Boss Xing, congratulations on your safe return. Did the celestial ship’s trial voyage succeed? Any difficulties? I noticed your expression..."
Xing Honglang sighed. "Shanxi is in dire straits."
Bai Yuan: "?"
Standing right on the dock’s edge, the two began discussing affairs in Shanxi, allowing Li Daoxuan to clearly overhear their conversation.
So Wang Jiayin had proclaimed himself king? What reckless audacity! As a subject of the Ming Dynasty, had he never learned Emperor Taizu’s lesson?
Amassing grain, postponing declarations of kingship, and avoiding the limelight—these were the true paths to reign. Rushing to become king the moment one gained a shred of power, then indulging in feasting and revelry? Only the aura of the uncouth could explain it. No wonder he died young; it remained to be seen how this historical variable Li Daoxuan introduced would alter events.
Xing Honglang declared, "Mr. Bai, I plan to return to Gaojia Village promptly."
Bai Yuan chuckled, "Ah, rushing to marry Gao Chuwu?"
Xing Honglang’s face instantly flushed crimson. "What nonsense! I’m not rushing at all. I’m forced to marry him. Honestly, I wish I could never return—spare myself his pestering!"
Bai Yuan retorted, "Still talking like this? Careful, the Deity might announce he’ll execute him again."
The threat jolted Xing Honglang into immediate action. She bowed deeply toward the sky. "Deity, ignore my babble! Please, don’t punish Chuwu!"
Only then did she elaborate, "I must get back to Gaojia Village quickly and discuss with Thirty-Two whether he can request more grain. To aid Shanxi... cough... to trade for salt from Shanxi."
Li Daoxuan noted her correction but silently reassured her: "Aiding them is fine! You aren't wrong; no need to pretend it's just about salt. I understand."
Besides, securing salt was genuinely urgent.
Gaojia Village’s chemical workshop was under construction. Once completed, it would demand vast quantities of salt for alkali production. Industrial-scale processes operated entirely differently from manual methods; the future salt requirement would be staggering.
Salt shortages were destined to return.
Naturally, Li Daoxuan could directly "bestow" both alkali and salt.
Yet such direct provision wasn't healthy. Establishing their own supply chain was preferable.
It was time to bolster Shanxi—spur its people to revive salt ponds and expand production.
Xing Honglang hastened toward Gaojia Village.
Li Daoxuan didn’t shift his view. Instead, he opened his model cabinet, rummaged inside, and retrieved another ship custom-made by Cai Xinzi.
This inland freighter was slightly shorter than the first warship. Its flat deck layout featured neither towering cabin nor cannons. Only a small pilot house sat at the bow, housing simple controls and a steering wheel.
Though smaller, lacking heavy cannons and superstructure made its deadweight significantly lighter. Its cargo capacity actually surpassed the warship’s. Real-world flat ships could be stacked high with containers without capsizing, transporting immense volumes per voyage.
Li Daoxuan couldn’t be bothered typing instructions for Bai Yuan. Directly, he lowered the cargo ship into the box.
Aboard the warship, the weary water troops had just dropped anchor. Stretching, they prepared to disembark for rest. Bai Yuan, having just watched Xing Honglang depart, sat atop Qiachuan Fortress pondering Shanxi’s plight.
Suddenly, the clouds parted overhead. Another colossal vessel descended slowly from the heavens.
Bai Yuan shouted, "The Deity bestows another celestial ship!"
The water troops cheered, "A new ship! A new ship!"
However, as it settled on the water, they stared dumbfounded. "Huh? No cabin? No cannons?"
"Is this... a fishing boat?"
"You idiot! Ever seen a fishing boat this size? It's a cargo ship."
"But why build such a massive freighter for simple goods?"
Enlightenment struck Bai Yuan. "Ordinary goods? True, but aiding Shanxi requires moving vast quantities of grain. Millions live there! Regular ships won't suffice. Shanxi's just the start—Henan, Hebei... countless others suffer. Delivering divine justice necessitates this scale!"
Understanding dawned on the water troops.
Bai Yuan announced loudly, "Time for another recruitment drive! Not combat water troops this time—logistics troops instead! Fellow villagers: high wages offered without frontline danger? Step up eagerly!"
The announcement ignited fervor, especially among Heyang’s fishermen. High pay without battle risk? They surged forward enthusiastically.
Li Daoxuan watched Bai Yuan direct crew aboard the freighter. As they fumbled through its operation, his hand hovered ready to intervene at the first sign of trouble. Only after they gained competence did he shift his view back to Gaojia Village.
Xing Honglang hadn’t arrived yet.
Li Daoxuan intended to find Gao Yiye—task her with announcing his plan to bestow relief grain for Shanxi—when a familiar figure caught his eye: Gao Sanwa.
The young man clutched a thick stack of papers. At the foot of the watchtower, he peered up furtively, hesitating as if torn between climbing and retreating.
Hmm? What's this lad scheming?
Gao Sanwa wasn’t a child anymore. The reckless brat of Year Seven of Tianqi had matured through three years’ worth of mischief: replacing Chinese characters with pinyin, skipping school, enduring the "dietary discipline" of bamboo shoots stir-fried with meat... Having lived through the full spectrum of boyhood escapades, he’d finally grown. He’d turned sixteen this year.
Yet traces of that sneaky, roguish spark lingered. His furtive loitering beneath the watchtower remained as comical as ever.
Mischievous, yes, but no malice lurks in this one. Surely he’s not plotting to steal from the village treasury? Then why the secrecy?
Before Li Daoxuan could ponder further, a figure emerged behind Gao Sanwa: Thirty-Two seized the boy by the scruff of his neck. "Aha! Gao Sanwa! Skulking around the watchtower? Scheming to deface the Deity’s sacred statue? Pranks I tolerate—but defile his image? An unforgivable offense!"
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Startled by Thirty-Two's scare, Gao Sanwa jumped up in terror.
His occiput 'thumped' against Thirty-Two's chin.
Thirty-Two covered his chin and squatted down, Gao Sanwa also covered the back of his head and squatted down, both groaned in pain, unable to speak for a long while.
A long time later, the pain finally subsided!
Gao Sanwa rubbed the back of his head and said, "Wow, Thirty-Two, what kind of person do you take me for? How could I ever scribble on the sacred statue of the Deity? Even as mischievous as I am, I know that's off-limits—I've never even thought about it, but you were the one having such ideas, weren't you?"
Thirty-Two felt a burst of awkwardness, "Definitely not!"
Gao Sanwa retorted, "You surely did!"
Thirty-Two declared, "I did not!"
Seeing he couldn't avoid trouble, Thirty-Two quickly changed the subject, "Kid, what on earth are you here for?"
Gao Sanwa realized he couldn't dodge either and confessed, "I... drew a comic book... and came to find Sister Yiye to ask her for some money to print it out."
"Huh?" Thirty-Two was greatly surprised.
"Huh?" Li Daoxuan was also greatly surprised.
Gao Sanwa explained, "Didn't Sister Yiye publish 'Dao Xuan Deity’s Demon Elimination Tale' by funding it herself? I want to publish my own drawn book in the same way, but my parents won't give me the money, so I came to find Sister Yiye."
Thirty-Two replied with annoyance, "Since when did you get into this sort of trouble?"
Gao Sanwa said, "I've always liked it! Anyway, I'm not good at studying—especially since moving up to higher grades and starting junior middle school math, physics, and chemistry. I can't understand a word, so I used class time to draw a comic book."
Li Daoxuan chuckled inwardly: That kid, he reminds me of my own youth. Though I kept up in junior middle, I was totally lost in high school math, physics, and chemistry. I barely scraped through high school by cheating on exams, then took the path of art design, eventually becoming a freelance designer.
After listening, Thirty-Two pondered briefly and sighed, "Not every child is suited for studying; there are kids like you... sigh..."
He stretched out his hand, "What have you drawn? Show it to me."
Gao Sanwa protectively shielded his original artwork, "You won't burn it, will you? This is my only copy."
Thirty-Two laughed helplessly, "I'm not your mom—I won't curb your hobbies."
Gao Sanwa carefully considered this and, reassured, hesitantly handed over the original.
Thirty-Two opened it to look; Li Daoxuan also paid "close attention," drawing the scene near to scrutinize it.
It turned out Gao Sanwa had drawn an action story, roughly about a child who became a taoist, apprenticed and learned skills, but due to average talent, was despised by his master. The master's appearance somewhat resembled Ma Tianzheng...
Fine, Gao Sanwa had probably only ever met Ma Tianzheng among taoists, so that style had to be borrowed.
Ma Tianzheng—no, his master—refused to properly teach the child the Quanzhen swordsmanship, so the child was bullied by fellow apprentices. The appearances of these fellow apprentices resembled Young Master Bai and Third Miss...
These two were actually good friends of Gao Sanwa's, often joking together, yet now they were drawn as villains in the book.
Young Master Bai and Third Miss—no, Senior Disciple Bai and Junior Sister San—teamed up with other apprentices to bully the protagonist. The protagonist flew into a rage, shouting a famous line, "Thirty years east of the river, thirty years west of the river—I'll prove myself one day."
He had actually added brief dialogue to his comic book!
Li Daoxuan gasped in shock, "Holy crap, is this kid a transmigrator? How does he know that trope?"
At that moment, Thirty-Two laughed, "The phrase 'thirty years east of the river, thirty years west of the river' describes the Yellow River segment between Shaanxi and Shanxi—it frequently changes course, so villages might be in Hedong sometimes, Hexi others... that saying comes from people in Heyang County, right? Kid, you actually used that proverb in your book, pretty impressive—you're not all empty-headed after all."
Li Daoxuan thought bemusedly, "Huh? So that saying originated here? Aah! I'm ignorant again."
The protagonist in the book began to strive diligently, practicing swordsmanship fiercely until he mastered it. Not only did he defeat Senior Disciple Bai and Junior Sister San, but even his master Daoist Ma was no match for him. Finally, he descended the mountain as a skilled swordsman, traveled the realm, and became a great hero.
Li Daoxuan marvelled inwardly, "It's a trash-to-triumph story! Incredible! The kid actually invented the 'waste-material rising' trope during the Ming Dynasty—he's gonna skyrocket."
After finishing the original, Thirty-Two remained silent for a long while before finally speaking, "For this book, no need to ask the Saint Lady for publishing funds—I'll have the publishing house put it out."
"What?" Gao Sanwa was overjoyed, "Really? Thirty-Two, you mustn't trick a kid."
Thirty-Two rolled his eyes, "You're over sixteen now—no longer a child. I'm treating you as an adult, so let's properly discuss publishing. The publishing house will fund the printing, and profits will be split fifty-fifty. Acceptable?"
Gao Sanwa exclaimed in delight, "I don't need a split! I'd be happy even without it, as long as it gets published—I just want to see my book in print."
Thirty-Two snorted, "You think that now, but if it sells big and rakes in cash, you'd feel the publishing house ripped you off and grow bitter toward them. Setting the share rules upfront is the adult way of handling it."
Gao Sanwa was still young, not fully grasping this logic, but thrilled that Thirty-Two was helping, he cheered loudly and jumped up, "Ah, just do whatever! Hurry up and publish it quick—I want to show off my book to my parents."
Thirty-Two shook his head with a smile, took the original into the publishing house, and assigned the woodcarver and the printer to handle the book.
Li Daoxuan watched it all unfold and was inwardly struck: This development is great!
The publishing house at Gaojia Village printed various textbooks he provided for language, math, physics, and chemistry, plus comic books like 'Yang Family Generals,' 'Romance of the Three Kingdoms,' and 'Water Margin.' Its only original work was Gao Yiye's 'Dao Xuan Deity’s Demon Elimination Tale,' but that one reeked of propaganda and wasn't a good story.
Now, with this original submission from Gao Sanwa, a new wave might emerge—leading to the rise of "comic books" or "manga." This was a highly promising artistic direction.
Heck, whether Gao Sanwa's work could spark a trend remained to be seen.
Alright, the distraction was over—time to focus. Where was Gao Yiye?
Where had that little girl Gao Yiye run off to?
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Chapter 405: The Villain Who Forcibly Married a Woman
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Finding one small person in the bustling, lively Gaojia Village was truly enough to split your head.
Li Daoxuan searched and searched, looked and looked, for quite a while, and finally found her.
This little minx, Gao Yiye, was actually fooling around at the village entrance.
Beside the cement road connecting to Zhengjia Village at the Gaojia Village entrance sat a tall, imposing figure—that was Gao Chuwu.
Like some gaze-fixed stone, he stared eastward...
Gao Yiye tiptoed behind Gao Chuwu and let out a loud "Boo!" right next to his ear.
Gao Chuwu cried out "Ah!" in alarm and tumbled sideways. Right beside the cement road lay a drainage ditch about tens of centimeters deep—when the Deity brought rain, water would overflow the cement road and drain away through these ditches.
Gao Chuwu rolled repeatedly down into the ditch, coating himself in mud.
He sat up in the ditch, face smudged with dirt, and shouted, "Who? Who scared me?"
Gao Yiye giggled, "Senior Brother Chuwu, it's me!"
Gao Chuwu: "Ah, it's Yiye! You're eighteen years old and still so mischievous."
Gao Yiye laughed, "Senior Brother Chuwu, are you waiting for Sister Xing here?"
Gao Chuwu nodded: "Yes! Honglang said she’d take the chance during the celestial ship’s trial voyage to return to her hometown and transport some grain. Once this trip is done and she’s back, she’ll marry me. Hehehe."
"Honglang? Such an affectionate name. Didn’t you always call her Miss Xing before?" Gao Yiye teased, "Upgraded to Honglang now, huh?"
Gao Chuwu grinned broadly: "Calling your own wife has to be affectionate, of course."
Gao Yiye laughed, "Are you that eager to marry Sister Xing? Guarding this road, staring and staring, you’re about to turn into stone."
Gao Chuwu: "Who wouldn’t be impatient by that?"
Gao Yiye smiled, "Senior Brother Daniu definitely wouldn’t be impatient."
Gao Chuwu scoffed, "That oaf Daniu only cares about eating."
"Who said I’m an oaf?" Zheng Daniu’s figure suddenly popped up from a hillside not far away. He darted over in one stride to stand before Gao Chuwu: "Ha! I knew it was you, you woman-obsessed fellow. What do you know about the wonder of food?"
No sooner had he spoken than Zao Ying’s voice sounded from the distance: "Daniu, Daniu, come on! I’ll treat you to braised rabbit."
"Whoa!" Zheng Daniu was overjoyed. "Really? You’re treating?"
Zao Ying laughed, "Of course I’m treating! I know you have no money."
Zheng Daniu: "I'm coming!"
He scampered over. Zao Ying, like a man, hooked her arm around Zheng Daniu's shoulder and pulled him along carelessly. Side by side, jostling and squeezing each other, the two of them vanished into the distance in mere moments.
Gao Yiye spread her hands, "See, Senior Brother Chuwu? Learn from Senior Brother Daniu. He doesn’t chase girls actively, yet girls coax him with delicious food. He’s way smarter than you."
Gao Chuwu: "This... can they compare? Zao Ying looks like a bloke. No man likes her, so she has to chase men herself. But my Honglang is a top-notch beauty under heaven."
"Pfft!"
Gao Yiye almost spat blood.
"Pfft!"
Li Daoxuan almost spat blood too.
Just then, a public sun chariot drove over. It was fully loaded. A woman who looked very masculine poked her head out from the window and waved at Gao Chuwu, saying, "Chuwu, I'm back!"
Gao Chuwu was overjoyed: "Honglang is back!"
The public sun chariot stopped at "Gaojia Village Station". Xing Honglang jumped out of the vehicle swiftly. Behind her, forty-two subordinates got off one by one. But as soon as they got off, they hid far away, not getting close to their boss at all.
Xing Honglang walked toward Gao Chuwu with a grin.
Gao Chuwu welcomed her with a grin.
When they were one meter apart, Gao Chuwu suddenly stretched out his hands forward: "Honglang!"
Xing Honglang also stretched out her hands forward: "Chuwu!"
They maintained this strange position for about a second. Then they simultaneously took a step forward and embraced with a "thud".
Gao Yiye: "..."
Salt smugglers: "..."
Bus driver: "..."
Li Daoxuan: "Ahhh, when did these two invent this move? Isn't it painful to watch?"
Upon hearing him speak, Gao Yiye raised her head: "Huh? Deity is here? When did you arrive?"
Li Daoxuan: "I shouldn't have come. I saw a painful to watch scene. I need to wash my eyes."
Gao Yiye was
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