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Old Nan Feng, dressed in plain clothes, led over six hundred of his veteran subordinates through the bustling streets of Puzhou City.
Having over six hundred men marching down the street was quite a sight. Dressed casually without military uniforms, they looked downright intimidating.
Ordinary folk who saw this might have mistaken them for rogue fighters from the Hongxing Society out for a stroll, quickly scurrying out of their way.
But they were overthinking it!
These six hundred men had just completed years of labor reform. What mattered most in prison? Discipline, obedience, and staying quiet and trouble-free.
So, while they looked fierce, they were actually more law-abiding than regular people, passing through streets and alleys without causing the slightest disturbance.
Moreover, they’d developed a habit of reporting every single thing.
“Brother Nan Feng! Requesting permission to urinate.” A soldier raised his hand.
Old Nan Feng snapped irritably, “Dammit! Why in the blazes are you asking permission to piss? Just duck into a public latrine by the road and catch up!”
The soldier said sheepishly, “Ah... force of habit.”
As that guy ran to the latrine, another soldier raised his hand. “Brother Nan Feng, I saw some fried dough twists at a roadside stall. Can I buy two?”
Old Nan Feng fumed, “It’s your own bloody money! Buy them if you want! Why ask me?”
The soldier shrugged, “Well... force of habit.”
Old Nan Feng managed a mix of amusement and exasperation. “Fine, fine. This’ll get better in a few days.”
Captain Chen sidled up to Old Nan Feng and whispered, “Brother Nan Feng, didn’t you say you’d arranged some concert talkin’ about excitement and all? Hurry up and take the brothers to see what it’s about!”
Old Nan Feng chuckled, “Absolutely. Follow your captain!”
The large group, all chuckling merrily, soon arrived in front of a brothel.
The expressions of the over six hundred men instantly became complicated at the sight of the pleasure house. Many slipped hands into their pockets, rubbing the forty taels of silver stashed within...
It was a special allowance granted by the Deity’s mercy, their full back pay for three years. If they splurged it all, they might just come away embracing a fair maiden.
Just as these thoughts crossed their minds, Old Nan Feng laughed and scolded, “I know what you’re all thinking. But every last one of you, keep that money tucked away! Don't get any foolish ideas! The Deity forbids us soldiers from dirty deeds like that. That silver’s your hard-earned pay for the past three years. Don’t blow it all on women in one go.”
The soldiers groaned, “But... it’s been so many years since we touched a woman.”
“Our wives and kids back in Guyuan army settlement... they must have...”
“Don’t hold out hope. Either remarried or dead.”
At those words, a dark gloom settled over the men.
In their early days of rebellion, they’d known the crime was punishable by death—an almost impossible fight with high risk of exterminating their families. So, they’d given all their possessions to their wives and children and “driven them away.”
So many years had slipped by, lost amidst the vast sea of people and the chaos of war. Guyuan border towns and the Northern Shaanxi region were hotbeds of bandit conflict; finding their families again was impossible.
Old Nan Feng clapped a few shoulders. “Pull yourselves together, dammit! A new life is waiting. Look! Right up ahead’s where my concert is happening—it's gonna blow your minds!”
Up ahead stood a beautiful large venue. The stage, roughly the size of a basketball court, was covered by an overhead canopy. Surrounding it were tiers of seats: luxurious chairs for VIPs up front, ordinary stools for general admission in the middle, and special discount rows at the back filled with long benches.
Captain Chen piped up, “Hey, isn’t this just a big opera theater?”
“Opera theater my foot!” Old Nan Feng retorted. “This here’s the ‘Puzhou Grand Theater.’”
Captain Chen scratched his head. “That name... sounds kinda weird though?”
Old Nan Feng kicked Captain Chen to the ground with one foot. "Damn it, the name Great Theater is a place where fairies in the immortal realm dance. I brought the name from the immortal realm down to the mortal world—so lofty and grand—and you dare say it's weird? Are you looking to die?"
Captain Chen got a fright and quickly backed down. "Brother Nan Feng, don't hit me, I was wrong."
Old Nan Feng chuckled. "The Great Theater only starts performances at night, but during the day, it's rehearsal time for the girls. I'll tell you this, if you're not an insider, you're not qualified to watch rehearsals. Thanks to me, you all get to see it."
The crowd quickly flattered him. "Brother Nan Feng always takes care of his brothers."
The group sat down in the audience seats. Although there were over six hundred people, after sitting down, they became quiet and orderly, showing great discipline.
After a short while, several girls came onto the stage.
They hadn't applied stage makeup or worn costumes, but dressed in ordinary clothes, ready to rehearse a bit. Unexpectedly, as soon as they stepped onto the stage, they found over six hundred burly men sitting quietly in the stands.
This scared them so much they screamed "Ah!", their beautiful faces pale with fear, and turned to run away.
Old Nan Feng quickly stood up. "Don't be afraid, don't be afraid. I'm here."
The girls heard Old Nan Feng's voice and turned their heads. "Ah? Dong Weng, so you are here."
Old Nan Feng smiled. "These are all my brothers from the battlefield. I brought them to watch the rehearsal. Don't be afraid; just practice as you usually do."
Only then did the girls feel a bit reassured.
As long as these people weren't bad men, they weren't nervous about the stage anymore.
They stood in the middle of the stage, cleared their throats, and began to practice, both singing and dancing.
With this singing and dancing, the over six hundred border army men below instantly exclaimed, "Wow!" They were enchanted! Enchanted!
After border guarding for ten years, and then being locked in labor camps for several years, it had been many, many years since they had seen such singing and dancing.
Moreover, the girls on stage weren't at the level of ordinary rural performers, but of courtesans from a pleasure house.
Their looks, figures, singing skills, and dancing movements were all top-tier. No ordinary women could match this.
The soldiers were immediately mesmerized...
Someone reached into his pocket and pulled out the military pay he had recovered, wanting to throw it onto the stage.
Old Nan Feng saw this and quickly stopped him. "Don't mess around; keep your money safe. If you throw that money up there, it'll land in my pocket in no time. Can I damn well accept it?"
The soldiers then recalled that this was Brother Nan Feng's establishment.
Embarrassedly, they put the money away.
Captain Chen leaned over to Old Nan Feng's ear and whispered, "Brother Nan Feng, your taste is really excellent. These beauties, they're all your women, right?"
Old Nan Feng scolded with a laugh. "What are you thinking? They're not mine; they're just disengaged courtesans I ransomed from the pleasure house."
Captain Chen chuckled. "Since you redeemed them, they belong to you; don't say they don't."
Old Nan Feng shook his head. "In name, I redeemed them, but actually, the silver came from the Deity. After freeing them, the first thing the Deity told me to do was tear up their deeds of sale in front of them. Then I signed 'employment contracts' with them. They're like workers in our factory, getting wages and working."
Captain Chen said, "Ah?"
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Captain Chen was a bit dazed and didn't quite understand.
Old Nan Feng laughed and said: "The Deity said that a person being sold around like a commodity is a sorrow for this world. It's also a sorrow of the backward social system, something everyone should feel sad about. Only by trying to prevent others from being bought or sold can we and our families avoid becoming commodities traded by others in the future."
Captain Chen said: "Ah... I don't understand it much."
Old Nan Feng: "It's fine that you don't get it. The Deity teaches the principles of the celestial realm—it would be odd if you did understand. Only those kids at school who study the heavenly books can grasp it."
Captain Chen: "..."
Old Nan Feng poked Captain Chen’s forehead and thought to himself: "Don't overthink it—just be happy. Enjoy this dazzling world for a few years, marry a wife, have a child, then send the kid to study the heavenly books so he can keep up with celestial principles. Then we can die peacefully in our graves, all right?"
Captain Chen rushed with pride and said: "Got it!"
Just then, the girls rehearsing on stage changed again. This time, it was actually a five-person group. As soon as they stepped on stage, they sang and danced energetically all over the place—a very intense and joyful song.
The atmosphere instantly ignited.
Old Nan Feng stood up and chuckled to his troops behind him: "The ladies on stage are rehearsing hard. We, the audience down here, need to rehearse too. Practice making the wave—it'll be useful when you back me up in future events..."
The group felt bewildered: "What is the wave?"
Old Nan Feng: "The person at the far end stands up first, raises a hand, then sits down. The one next to him stands up then, raises a hand, and sits down..."
These men were soldiers after all, with long drilling in formations, so they caught on right away.
Soon, they picked up the knack of making the wave. They performed it even better and more accurately than future ordinary crowds making spontaneous waves. Each person's rise and fall came at perfectly identical intervals—it was flawless.
Old Nan Feng: "Holy hell, never thought an army could be used for this. Why even fight wars anymore? Let's become professional at this instead."
Everyone laughed together: "That won't do—we focus mainly on war still."
That evening...
The concert kicked off officially—no more rehearsals.
Around 600 fewer tickets were sold than usual because "privileged guests" had filled over 600 seats. Luckily, the concert venue had grown much larger, accommodating far more spectators than at the start—up to 5,000 when full—so skipping 600 tickets wasn't a big concern.
At the concert's peak, those 600-plus "privileged guests" suddenly started making a wave.
Other audience members were seeing the wave for the first time, instantly finding it new and exciting. Many spontaneously joined in the wave-making. The whole grand theater rocked with joy from all 5,000 people, having a blast.
Even the Governor of Puzhou, Qiu Qianfan, stood up among the crowd, waved his arms, then sat down... They cycled through it several times, thrilling him so much he nearly blew his beard off.
...
Wang Zheng set out toward Chengcheng County in a carriage, guarded by a transport team of servants.
He genuinely wanted to see what science and technology that deity called Dao Xuan Deity had brought to the world—whether more than what Catholicism had provided.
When he was young, he believed in Buddhism, but later saw it seemed useless. Then he switched to Taoism and noticed it had few achievements beyond chemistry. Eventually, he encountered Catholicism and found it brought tons of Western scientific tools—practical skills—so he got baptized.
His rule was: "Whichever religion works best, I follow that one."
Currently, Catholicism topped his list!
"Master, up ahead is Dali County. After passing through here, we'll get to Chengcheng County."
Wang Zheng nodded. He'd visited Dali County before—an ordinary spot. With no plan to stop and rest, he aimed to hurry through.
Just as he mused, he heard a servant cry out: "Huh? What in the world is that?"
"That thing can actually run!"
The workers outside murmured in confusion.
Wang Zheng was a curious soul. Hearing noise, he didn't skip a peek—so he lifted the cart’s curtain to look. He froze on seeing it: the main road between Dali County and Chengcheng County wasn't dirt but a weird, pale-gray hard path.
At that moment, on this odd road, a giant strange vehicle crept forward slowly, heading straight toward Wang Zheng's group.
It drove sluggishly, as if straining under a heavy load.
In truth, it genuinely struggled—saddled with several massive weaving machines.
Wang Zheng recognized it instantly: "This! It's the sun chariot from 'Dao Xuan Deity’s Demon Elimination Tale.'"
He stared in shock—reading about it in the book, he'd been half-skeptical, doubtful it could be real. Seeing it now, its sheer size was staggering.
How could a contraption this huge run solely on sunlight? It seemed beyond belief.
Wang Zheng ordered: "Halt! Pull over! I must examine that big chariot closely."
Wang Zheng's transport team stopped in its tracks.
His servants dashed ahead and blocked the path, so the enormous strange vehicle slowly halted too.
A head poked out—it was Song Yingxing, yelling at the obstructive servants: "Why block my road?"
The servant didn't know Song Yingxing was someone special and readied a rude retort. Wang Zheng hurried over, shoved the servant aside, and bowed respectfully to Song Yingxing: "I'm Wang Zheng. Spotted this sun chariot and got curious—I paused my group to sightsee. My underling misread my intent, rudely blocking your chariot. Forgive such discourtesy."
Seeing the politeness, Song Yingxing cooled down, returning the salute with clasped fists: "I'm Song Yingxing. It's natural to wonder about this chariot—I'm equally fascinated, trailing it daily to probe its inner workings."
Hearing that, Wang Zheng gleamed—this brother seemed a kindred science buff.
Wang Zheng took a big leap forward: "Brother, learned anything yet?"
Song Yingxing: "Likely, it harnesses solar energy. It soaks up sunlight's heat, converts it to electric power, then uses that electricity to spin a motor and turn the wheels... That's the gist I've pieced together. Trouble is, I grasp 'what' but not 'how'—this heat-to-electricity gear baffles me utterly."
Wang Zheng thought: "!!!"
Shoot, just one word from him and I'm totally lost.
Wang Zheng flopped face-first to the dirt. Defeated. That knocked-out-in-the-first-clash feeling—truly awful.
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Wang Zheng considered himself quite talented. After all, he had translated Western works and introduced many Western technologies and sciences. Deep down, he harbored a trace of pride, feeling he understood principles others did not.
Little did he expect the first person he encountered would be Song Yingxing. It was truly like being hit square in the face, and it really hurt.
It took him quite a while to recover before he could climb back up. "Anyway," he started, "this thing is a machine. Machines have their regular principles. Undoubtedly, the propulsive force must be greater than its gravity. As long as we carefully study the forces at play, we can certainly figure out its mechanics."
As Wang Zheng uttered this, Song Yingxing let out a surprised "Oh?"
Such words wouldn't be odd coming from a student of the Physics department in Gaojia Village, but hearing them from an outsider was rather unusual.
Song Yingxing asked, "Brother, it seems you have some knowledge of machinery?"
Wang Zheng replied humbly, "A slight understanding, nothing more."
Song Yingxing chuckled and beckoned, "Would you like to come up and take a look?"
Overjoyed, Wang Zheng asked, "May I?"
Song Yingxing confirmed, "Of course!"
So the two men sat side by side on the massive sun chariot, while Wang Zheng's servants followed slowly on horseback along the dirt path beside the cement road.
Wang Zheng immediately began inspecting the chariot – looking left, right, front, and back. After a long while, he remained utterly baffled. With his current knowledge base, understanding the sun chariot was impossible.
Song Yingxing sighed, "Brother, it seems you cannot fathom it either?"
Wang Zheng nodded, "I cannot! I can understand the drive shafts, the wheels, and other mechanical parts. But the power for this chariot comes from light... that truly baffles me."
Song Yingxing revealed, "After studying Physics, I've learned the principle behind this chariot. But knowing the principle doesn't mean understanding its realization. Sigh! How exactly the heat energy in sunlight is transformed into electrical power through a panel... it's beyond me, truly beyond me."
Wang Zheng suggested, "Since you find it impossible, why not seek out the creator of this chariot and ask? With sincere dedication to learning and sufficient silver, surely the creator would impart their knowledge fully?"
Song Yingxing shook his head, "This chariot wasn't made by man. It was bestowed by an immortal, crafted by a deity... so there's no one for me to ask."
Wang Zheng exclaimed, "!!!"
Shocked, he blurted out, "The Dao Xuan Deity?"
Song Yingxing nodded, "Indeed. This is an immortal chariot lowered from the heavens by the Dao Xuan Deity. Much of it adheres to the principles of physics, yet other parts defy physical explanation. Hence, I remain unable to grasp it completely. Sigh... One must say, immortals are truly capricious! Either use pure immortal arts or pure physics. Why mix them, using half physics and half immortal art? What's the meaning of that?"
Wang Zheng felt a small surge of excitement. Unlike Song Yingxing's frustration, he wasn't conflicted at all. After all, he embraced Buddhism, Daoism, Catholicism, and science! Half and half was fine; even a quarter each would be acceptable.
Wang Zheng said warmly, "Brother, it seems we share similar interests. You clearly possess considerable knowledge. We've hit it off wonderfully. We must interact more in the future."
Song Yingxing readily agreed, "That would be splendid! Science thrives on interaction. The Deity also said academic atmosphere is crucial. Now, in the East, we are lagging behind in this very aspect. The West currently boasts a very rich academic atmosphere. More than ten years ago, Cambridge University in the West even held a debate competition titled 'Can Dogs Conduct Syllogisms?' Sigh, such an atmosphere is truly worthy of our emulation."
Wang Zheng's gaze shifted to several machines being transported on the chariot. "If I'm not mistaken, these machines are spinning machines?"
Song Yingxing confirmed, "Correct! These spinning machines are produced in Chengcheng County. They're bound for a textile factory in Dali County. Given their size and the heavy steam engines they carry, ordinary transport proved cumbersome, so the magical car was summoned for the task."
Wang Zheng's eyes scanned the spinning machines intently. "These things... were they also crafted using immortal arts?"
Song Yingxing chuckled, a hint of pride entering his tone. "Heh heh, these we made ourselves! No immortal arts involved. We used blacksmithing techniques."
Overjoyed, Wang Zheng inquired, "That means... I could learn this too?"
Song Yingxing invited, "Brother, if it interests you, come along with me to the textile factory for a look."
Wang Zheng enthusiastically agreed, "That would be excellent indeed!"
One hour later...
Under Wang Zheng's watchful eye, the steam spinning machine was installed inside the textile factory. Coal transported from Heyang County was loaded into the steam engine.
Steam began to rise. The power generated by boiling water activated the mechanism, setting the spinning machine into motion. Experienced female workers dispatched as "support" from Chengcheng County demonstrated to a large group of newly recruited women from Dali County how to use the steam-powered machinery for spinning threads and weaving cloth.
Wang Zheng also stood by, becoming a temporary apprentice.
This male apprentice stood out conspicuously amidst a group of female workers. However, he wasn't learning how to spin or weave cloth; instead, he focused on observing the machine's operational process, trying to grasp the principles behind its movement.
The more he watched, the more intricate and fascinating it became. Not looking closely had masked this wonder.
"Brother Wang, care to follow me to Chengcheng County next?" Song Yingxing smiled. "There, you'll encounter even more novel and intriguing things."
"Go! Of course I'll go." Wang Zheng was utterly captivated, lost in a whirlwind of fascination.
This single steam spinning machine alone made his previous knowledge, mainly acquired through Catholicism, seem utterly eclipsed.
"I sense this steam engine has even greater potential uses," Wang Zheng murmured, his expression filled with admiration. "It is undoubtedly a far ahead machine. Far ahead of the entire world, far ahead of the West... far ahead."
Song Yingxing couldn't help retorting, "While it is indeed far ahead, for some reason, hearing that phrase makes me want to hit someone."
Wang Zheng proclaimed passionately, "We must continue leading!"
Song Yingxing waved him off, "Alright, alright, far ahead, far ahead. You're right. Let's go. Follow me to Gaojia Village."
Thus, the two men set off once more.
This time, they couldn't travel by the magnificent solar chariot because rain began to fall once again. Once the winter of Year Four of Chongzhen set in, the heavens frequently bestowed rain. While this was a blessing for the vast majority of farmers, it was devastating for the sun chariots.
The Gaojia Village Sun Buses were often grounded, rendered useless.
Song Yingxing boarded Wang Zheng's carriage, returning to traditional transportation as they headed towards Gaojia Village.
Wang Zheng remarked with a smile, "The celestial sun chariot is marvelous, but its uselessness in the rain... well. It seems us mere mortals also need to find solutions, we can't always rely on Celestial Treasures."
Song Yingxing nodded in agreement, "Brother Wang speaks the truth. The young genius of our Gaojia Village, Young Master Bai, is currently devising a solution. We shall see if he can resolve this predicament."
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In the light drizzle, Wang Zheng’s carriage finally arrived at Gaojia Village.
By then, it was already noon of the second day.
The rain had lightened a bit; a cool, fine drizzle fell gently.
Song Yingxing and Wang Zheng had switched to the electric small train in Chengcheng County, so this group stepped down from the train station and stood directly at the busiest area near Gaojia Village as soon as they disembarked.
The electric small train naturally shocked and impressed Wang Zheng, but this belonged to a "half-magic, half-physical" creation; ordinary people couldn’t conceive how to achieve it, so that was that—it wasn’t among his research goals.
Wang Zheng stretched lazily, glanced at the dreamily prosperous Gaojia Village, and couldn’t help but gasp: "This place is unlike any I’ve ever seen before."
Song Yingxing smiled: "Let’s go to the school; there are more strange things to see there."
"Hmm!" Wang Zheng raised his foot and was about to move forward when suddenly a "woo" whistle sound rang out from the road ahead, somewhat like a train whistle but much softer.
He couldn’t help freezing in surprise: "What’s coming?"
Song Yingxing also paused, then realized and chuckled: "It seems Young Master Bai’s research has made progress."
Wang Zheng: "Oh? Is that you mean the talented youth Young Master Bai, the one who can solve the rainy-day problem when the magical car can’t run?"
Song Yingxing: "Exactly!"
In the time they spoke those words, a bizarre vehicle appeared on the road ahead.
It was a wooden-framed tricycle, shaped very much like an ancient, worthless, rickety cart, but its engine had a huge pot installed... and water was boiling inside that pot.
The "woo" whistle sound moments ago had been emitted by it.
It was rushing rapidly straight toward where Song Yingxing and Wang Zheng stood, driven by a young man clothed entirely in white—so unbelievably handsome it was startling, with the white ribbon of his robe fluttering in the wind behind him, making him seem almost like an immortal.
Song Yingxing said: "This is Young Master Bai."
His words barely left his mouth when Young Master Bai, along with the vehicle, sped past them...
Young Master Bai shouted from the vehicle: "Oh no, I forgot to install brakes on it!"
Song Yingxing: "!!"
Pedestrians on both sides of the road: "!!!"
Young Master Bai warned: "People ahead, move aside fast! The experimental vehicle has no brakes; I can’t dodge you."
The people on the road instantly scattered in all directions like startled birds.
Young Master Bai, still mounted on the vehicle, kept charging forward, charging and charging until farmland lay ahead; unbraked and without any doubt, he plunged straight into the field.
The vehicle overturned; Young Master Bai tumbled head over heels several times, his white clothes mottled and filthy-black.
He scrambled up from the field, dusting off the dirt while giggling: "I succeeded, I succeeded, hahaha!"
At this moment, Wang Zheng understood: "This vehicle moves using a power source like that spinning machine."
A grimy-faced Young Master Bai laughed boisterously: "Yes, it’s a vehicle made to run using a steam engine; I named it—car!"
Wang Zheng looked at the car overturned in the field but still spinning its wheels, and couldn’t help feeling a trace of awe: "What an incredible thing; it just keeps going on the road by boiling water."
But Song Yingxing frowned: "Little White, I’ve had a look at your car and feel it still has major flaws."
Young Master Bai exclaimed: "Ah, Old Song, you sensed it too?"
Song Yingxing nodded.
"The small boiler on this vehicle is really too small. It can only provide very weak power, so you had to build a wooden body and didn't dare use heavy steel materials."
Young Master Bai nodded.
"Yes, with steel, I was afraid this small boiler couldn't handle it."
Song Yingxing continued,
"Since its power isn't strong and its carrying capacity is also weak, it can't transport much coal. That means it will run out of fuel not long after burning."
Young Master Bai spread his hands.
"Indeed, this is a problem. Its endurance is very weak; as soon as it leaves the village, it will stop right away."
As they spoke those words, a large group rushed over from the road in the distance. They were Young Master Bai's "research students" who were pursuing their studies while helping him with research. Once they graduated, they would become top engineering technicians in Gaojia Village, with a chance to get ultra-high wages of fifty taels of silver per month.
Thus, these "research students" were extremely hard-working. A group of them charged forward, lifted the "car" from the field, placed it right back on the road. Someone also carried over a large bag of coal to add fuel to the boiler.
Young Master Bai leaped onto the vehicle in a flash.
"Continue the test!"
The research students said,
"Teacher Bai, be careful."
Young Master Bai laughed heartily and waved to Song Yingxing.
"Old Song, help me think about how to optimize this car, give it stronger power, better carrying capacity. Help me think, I always miss things alone... Ah... it's charging out again..."
The vehicle carried Young Master Bai and rushed away in a flash.
Young Master Bai yelled out,
"Oh no, I forgot again that it doesn't have brakes. Everyone ahead, clear the way... I can't stop..."
That vehicle carried Young Master Bai and charged toward the school direction in a flash.
At a road curve far away, it flipped into the field again with a splashing sound.
A large group of research students chased after,
"Teacher Bai, are you alright?"
Young Master Bai, covered in dust, got up.
"I'm fine, but... my car fell apart, ah ah ah, it fell apart..."
That car was built with a wooden frame; it couldn't withstand two or three flips and had already scattered into a heap of scrap.
Young Master Bai's heart ached until he couldn't breathe!
At the edge of the field, he screamed in fear.
A group of research students tried hard to comfort him,
"Teacher Bai, don't be sad. We'll go find a carpenter and build another one."
Young Master Bai said,
"A wooden body won't work; it's too weak. Hurry up and research lighter, stronger materials."
The research students chattered all at once.
"Aluminum? Aluminum is light."
"But aluminum isn't strong."
"Let's try mixing aluminum and iron together."
"Would that explode?"
"It shouldn't! Aluminum and iron can't explode, unlike magnesium."
"Then let's try."
"Hey, really, it won't explode?"
"No no, rest assured."
Young Master Bai said,
"My waist... seems like I hurt it in the fall just now..."
The research students were shocked and quickly lifted Young Master Bai.
"Fast, fast, fast to see a doctor."
The group, in a flurry, headed for the hospital in Gaojia Village's business circle.
Wang Zheng stared at this scene and opened his mouth in astonishment.
"Your village truly is a vibrant place."
Song Yingxing smiled.
"This is called academic atmosphere; we are working hard to establish it."
Wang Zheng said,
"Your village really is far ahead."
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Hedong Road!
Xing Honglang’s forces were stationed inside Hedong City.
Zhao Sheng led a team of clerks to temporarily take over the administration of Hedong Road.
However, everyone knew the imperial court was highly likely to immediately appoint a new imperial commissioner to take over the work of the salt tax office. If they didn’t want to immediately go to war with the court and tear off all pretenses, they would eventually have to hand over these administrative powers to the new commissioner.
Therefore, before the handover, Gaojia Village had better make some solid arrangements.
Zhao Sheng swiftly marked over a hundred crosses on the salt craftsmen roster. He then handed the roster to Xing Honglang: “Xing Honglang, these crossed-out individuals are those willing to become our salt craftsmen. Those not crossed out are unwilling to leave for now.”
Xing Honglang took the roster, scanned it briefly, and nodded: “Understood. When reporting to the court, we’ll say these crossed-out people were all killed by bandits.”
Zhao Sheng smiled: “Yes. These people are dead.”
With that, he produced another paper with a number written on it: “This is the total amount of salt the remaining salt craftsmen can produce after this ‘batch’ has ‘died.’ From now on, this new figure is the amount Hedong Road must report to the court.”
Xing Honglang took the paper, glanced at it, and let out a laugh: “Halved?”
The puppet deity on Gao Chuwu’s shoulder laughed with a clattering sound: “Yes! Halved! Zhu Youjian will probably weep when he sees this. His belt was already cinched tight enough, and now the most important salt-producing region halves its output? He might just feel like bashing his head against the wall in the middle of the night!”
Xing Honglang: “Puppet deity, are we fine doing this? Won’t the court send someone to thoroughly investigate?”
“They will!” The puppet deity laughed with a clattering sound: “This kind of blatant tampering will surely displease Zhu Youjian. He’ll send a eunuch to investigate whether the salt output here truly dropped by half.”
Cheng Xu chimed in beside her with a laugh: “Eunuchs are the easiest creatures to handle. Give them some silver, and they’ll tell Zhu Youjian whatever you want them to say.”
Everyone laughed.
The entire Jie Pond was now controlled by Gaojia Village’s militia. They had already dispatched people to arrange things in all the surrounding salt villages, promising the salt craftsmen high salaries to work for them.
The militia grouped the salt craftsmen willing to work for Gaojia Village and those unwilling into separate villages for residence.
From now on, all salt produced by villages working for Gaojia Village would be shipped directly to them. The salt from the unwilling villages would simply be handed over for the court’s sake.
The only lingering issue now was the question of the court’s subsequent appointments.
Whether the court would allow Xing Honglang to remain stationed in Hedong Road was the key factor determining whether their current plan could be implemented.
Just then, the door curtain was lifted, and Iron Bird Flies slipped inside.
Several days had passed. Iron Bird Flies’ injuries had healed. He wore clean clothes, and the Deity Statue on his chest had been washed spotless, no longer stained with blood.
The moment he entered, he grinned: “Hey, brothers! I’m fully recovered. Starting today, I’m back in the fray.”
Xing Honglang cast a deep glance at him: “Your men... they’re all dead, right? Will you be trading alone from now on?”
“Uh...”
Iron Bird Flies froze for a moment—that was a serious matter.
Men could be recruited again, but operating without his own core group, relying entirely on newly hired hands, was an invitation for trouble. Theft, betrayal, murder, “black eating black” robbery—it was all very high-risk.
For instance, if you had twenty loyal men and recruited five more, that was manageable. The new five would learn the ropes from the original twenty.
But if you had none and recruited twenty outright? Chances were high they might just kill you en route during a trade run and split the goods.
Being a lone wolf commander was incredibly difficult in this line of work.
Iron Bird Flies' expression turned grave.
Xing Honglang smiled: “Iron Bird Flies, you’re practically one of us now anyway. Stop hovering around the edges of the organization. Officially join Gaojia Village and become one of us, part of the leadership.”
Iron Bird Flies: “Huh? Me? I can?”
The puppet deity laughed with a clattering sound: “You can!”
If the Deity Himself gave the golden word, refusal made no sense! Iron Bird Flies was overjoyed: “But I’m merely a salt smuggler! How could I be worthy of such honor bestowed by the Deity?”
Cheng Xu spoke up with a laugh: “The fact that you didn’t spill a word after the Shanxi merchants captured you proves you’re a man worthy of respect. The organization needs talent like yours. Frankly speaking, you’re one hell of a tough son of a gun. If it were me, hah, they probably wouldn't have even needed to touch me before I spilled everything.”
Everyone: “...”
Cheng Xu: “Hey, don’t look at me like that! What’s wrong with spilling? If I had talked back then, the Shanxi merchants might have sent assassins to try and take out Xing Honglang in Puzhou City. But step onto our turf? They’d have walked in but never walked out. Easier than us storming Hedong City. See! Now those Shanxi merchants have fled, and we haven’t the foggiest clue where to find them. What a pain!”
Everyone: “Pfft!”
Strangely enough, he had a point.
The puppet deity also laughed with a clattering sound: “Ha ha ha! Cheng Xu, you rascal. Talking nonsense without respect for a true man? Fine, five taels docked from your military pay.”
Everyone laughed.
Iron Bird Flies, now officially part

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
M B@)(

Volume '3





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





