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	Turmoil is the third book of the Shanlu cycle, part of the Chronicles of the Celestial World saga. The story continues in Book 4: Confrontation.
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Long ago, in an alternative world where magic is inseparable from existence, only the planet itself remains safe. 

	Everything appears tranquil, but this peace is a mere facade for ruthless political intrigue. The heads of the orders wage a subtle war for influence, where lives and emotions are treated as expendable currency. Every move is calculated; every alliance is a snare. Demons, dragons, werewolves, and every other inhabitant are but pieces on a chessboard that is indifferent to their fates.

	The first omens of catastrophe ring louder each day, yet they do not signal the end of the world. They signal the annihilation of those who dare to defy the system.

	A world of intricate detail awaits — for readers who crave morally grey characters, lethal betrayals, profound emotional stakes, and the violent collision of divergent fates.

	This is a gritty tale for those who crave:

	•      No narrative immunity — anyone can fall.

	•      Deep multi-POV storytelling that weaves a complex tapestry of fate.

	•      Morally ambiguous characters struggling in a grey world.

	•      Political intrigue, forbidden romance, and lethal loyalties.

	•      A world where magic is law, and the price of a mistake is oblivion.

	Content Warning: This work is intended for mature audiences (18+). It contains depictions of violence, explicit adult content, and LGBTQ+ themes. Reader discretion is advised.

	Genre: Dark Fantasy, Grimdark, Epic Saga.

	This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places, and events are either the products of the authors’ imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locations is entirely coincidental.

	 


PROLOGUE

	 

	Amadi 

	Another night fell. Amadi did not like this time of day; it was too restless. The feuding Clans always sought to strike under the cover of darkness. Sitting upon a hillock, the girl peered intently into the gloom. Thoughts overwhelmed her. Of their once-flourishing Order, almost no one remained. For many centuries, their numbers had steadily declined. Of her close kin, not one was left. Parents, brothers and sisters, husband and children—all had perished.

	The Bondage Treaty with the Kyoriath of the Realm of Darkness had led to an unexpected end. No one wished to sacrifice their own, preferring to take sorcerers from their neighbors for such a purpose. In the end, instead of the long-awaited peace, Nibelis was mired in bloody wars. The dragons, too, played their part, snatching away one victim after another.

	The maiden sighed heavily. She was so weary of endless strife and loss. The deaths of kith and kin had become commonplace. Throughout the night, which proved surprisingly quiet, her thoughts revolved around the dragons. At dawn, she reached a decision. Writing a letter, Amadi caught a young adept and, in a stern tone, commanded him to deliver it to the Head of the Order immediately after breakfast; then, without lingering, she set out upon her way.

	Toward evening, the sorceress reached the lair. Entering, she bowed low and entreated the dragon to protect her Order, promising in return to sacrifice one sorcerer every year. Surprised by the girl's courage, the dragon agreed and, as a reward, offered to grant her one wish.

	Amadi smiled bitterly and looked into those inhuman yellow eyes.

	“I desire true love and the simple joys of a woman’s heart. Canst thou grant this?”

	“Thy wish shall be fulfilled. Return home.”

	The Head of the Order was at first indignant, but later conceded that this was the only chance for their Clan to survive. By sacrificing only one sorcerer a year to the dragons and another to the demons, they could increase their numbers in a mere couple of decades. Thus, the Order of Masaka Osiki might once again come to its flowering.

	After a tumultuous day, Amadi lay upon her coverlet and immediately fell into a deep, dreamless sleep…

	 


CHAPTER 1. WAKE UP. MOUNTAIN OF ABANDONED HAPPINESS. ABANDONED LANDS OF THE ORDER OF GUANGDONG HENG

	 

	Xinfu

	Having returned from yet another hunt, Xinfu threw his prey into the cave, settled himself upon the sun-warmed ledge, and fell into thought. On the eve of his charge’s escape, an unusual chill had blown from the north. Within those cold currents of wind, darkness was distinctly felt.

	These lands would soon meet with it once more, yet presently, the sorcerers of all Clans remained entirely unaware that dark clouds were gathering over them.

	A few days past, Xinfu had awakened from a deep slumber wherein his ancestors recounted to him unheard-of tales of these lands—of great warriors and dragons that cleaved the clouds over these expanses with their wings. That was long ago; now, the times were different.

	Measures had to be taken. There was no longer any sense in waiting. His reflections were interrupted by the shriek of the prey, which had chosen to regain consciousness, and the dragon, taking pity upon the animal, roasted it with fire. The meal had to be made right now; waiting for the meat to cool was foolish.

	Returning to his previous occupation, he spent a long time remembering his charge. The foolish sorcerer completely failed to understand that he had been in absolute safety by his side, and that Xinfu could, in this manner, thank him for having fed him at the time.

	Zhou Xin Xie had left, and it was evident that gratitude was no longer required of him. The dragon had taught him everything he could at that moment, and henceforth, their paths diverged.

	Now, he knew what needed to be done, yet there was a fear that he might not succeed. Finally finding the strength within himself and attaining inner harmony, he stood, spread his wings, and took a deep breath of air, preparing to sound his first call.

	Among the numerous mountains were those upon which dragons had once dwelt, and inside, within caves just like this one, lay eggs that Xinfu was now preparing to awaken.

	Every dragon bore more than one egg over its lifetime. Everything depended upon personal power and the energy consumed. For the growth of a future dragon, no ordinary energy was required, but living energy, which was typically found directly within the dantians of sorcerers.

	The more sorcerers a dragon consumed, the faster the egg would mature. However, it could lie for millennia, and no one would hatch from it unless someone called. But should another dragon call its kin, it would absolutely awaken.

	In this manner, the Gods protected this world and the dragons from extinction. Humans carry their children for a mere nine months, yet their lives are so brief that this period occupies but a single percent of their entire existence. Sorcerers, with the necessary effort, are far more resilient, but only a select few surpass one thousand years.

	In their time, the Gods charged the sorcerers with aiding and protecting humans, granting them immortality and might as a reward. To watch over them was the task assigned to the dragons, who received power and an enduring body in return. Naturally, there was much else besides—for instance, the dragons' inability to experience emotions, and the sorcerers' capacity to fight and enchant the artifacts left behind by the Gods.

	Dragons had no need for artifacts; the flame spewed from the depths of the throat was capable of melting everything in its path, a destructive and fearsome force. The breath itself could impart any magic known to the dragon, yet it was not customary to teach in this manner. Meridians had to be tempered gradually, lest the disciple be torn apart from within.

	With this breath, one could also create artifacts—such as the small hammer Xin Xie had carried away. At that time, Xinfu, without even realizing it himself, had created his first true artifact.

	Formulating the call, he roared with all his might, so that it should be heard as far as possible. From this day forth, the very young dragon would become a guardian and mentor to those who answered his summons.

	Tomorrow at dawn, Xinfu would fly out to gather those who had awakened, in order to guard this world.

	 


CHAPTER 2. ON THE ROAD AGAIN. MAGIC CLIFF. ORDER OF SHANZHOU SU

	 

	Su Jin Tai (Mei Feng)

	The day drew to a close, and having finished all her affairs, the woman permitted herself to rest amidst a withered garden, which, through the efforts of ordinary humans over many years, had nonetheless managed to take root in these unfavorable conditions.

	Upon the sparse paths lay fallen leaves, their rustling complementing the melodious singing of birds. In the spring, their songs would grow more beautiful, yet even now, they soothed the soul.

	Into this garden, no foreign foot was permitted to tread. Only for the briefest of times, when it required care, would her faithful servant Ang He personally oversee the process, allowing the laborers to work. At the time they first met, the girl had often given flowers to her mistress, but how could she have known back then that this loyal companion would one day present her with a garden, however small?

	She had already received word that her youngest daughter had been found, yet this brought little peace of mind. The boy Thanshu, to whom she had promised the girl in marriage, had located her. Head Su still found it difficult to believe this. Could Su Bi Yu, having never once seen the sorcerer, truly have read him so accurately? Why, then, had she herself failed to realize that her decision would prove fatal? How had he turned out to be the most agile? What was his secret?

	Yu Lan would have to reconcile herself to the burgundy flowers and the Thanshu family. Jin Tai, without even realizing it herself, had decided her fate. All was by the will of the Gods. And if it had come to pass in this manner, it meant their unseen hand was surely at work.

	Stopping at the edge of the cliff, the woman fell into thought regarding her spiritual growth. Following the upcoming weddings of her daughters, every effort had to be made to achieve immortality. The years, which seemed so plentiful, were passing inexorably. She, too, ought to hasten.

	Chung Ang He (Weng Ling)

	The girl moved through the room noiselessly, like a ghost. Over the years spent in the Order of Shanzhou Su, she had grown accustomed to being unnoticeable, so as not to distract her mistress from her affairs—the woman who had once given her hope and a new life. She had long since ceased to recall both her Clan and her home. The only bright memories from the past remained from early childhood, up until the time it became clear that she had shot up too tall. It was precisely then that everything changed; even her younger brothers, whom she had always cared for, began to laugh at her, and her sisters openly ordered her about. Several years passed in this manner. She managed to receive her second name, yet nothing changed in her life.

	She remembered that day as if it were yesterday when, during a family dinner, her father told her that she was the misfortune of their family and that no one would take such a beanpole in marriage, and therefore she ought to be grateful for being permitted to live with the family and to rejoice in the opportunity to serve everyone and be useful. In despair, she fled to the city after dinner, attempting to find solace among humans. Yet there, too, she caught sidelong glances and crooked smirks cast her way, while the city boys, pointing fingers at her, muttered to one another and laughed loudly.

	Bursting into tears, Ang He ran blindly. For what had the Gods punished her so? And unexpectedly, she collided with a small lady in purple robes. The woman did not grow angry and led her to a tavern, where they spoke for a long time. Su Jin Tai—for such was this lady's name—offered to take her along. Her father only blinked his eyes and bowed low when they came to inform him that she was leaving for the capital. Naturally, he offered her his other daughters, yet a formidable gaze forced him into silence.

	At first in the new home, she tried not to raise her eyes, but just as the mistress had promised, she was treated with respect here. Weng Ling tried with all her might to please her benefactress, even if it were a mere trifle. Presently, she would not be able to say when her gratitude had matured into something far stronger.

	A knock sounded at the door, and a young adept with a bow handed her a letter for the mistress from the Dark Tide Citadel. Having dismissed the youth, the maiden sighed. She hoped the news was good. Setting aside her cloth, Ang He placed freshly brewed tea upon a tray—it would not go amiss—and laying the letter beside it, walked into the garden.

	This garden she had planted herself, ordering rare plants from various parts of Shanlu. To grow anything amidst the stones was difficult, one might say impossible, yet her mistress deserved it. The girl walked along the narrow path, where patterns resembling a carpet runner were laid out from multicolored stones, glancing around with a smile.

	The large boulders did not interfere at all, blending harmoniously into the complex arrangement of plants and stones. There was even a small fountain here.

	For ten moons, laborers had chipped at the stone to grant passage to an underground spring, which now rose through a hollow, elegant statuette and fell beautifully down, flowing into a small basin where pale lilac lotuses grew.

	Jin Tai was not to be found near the fountain, and the girl followed the path, relying on her intuition. Her feet brought her to the place furthest from the palace; there, on the very edge of the cliff, stood a small figure. Ang He frowned and called out softly.

	“Mei Feng.”

	Su Jin Tai (Mei Feng)

	Her reflections were interrupted by a voice, and she turned around. Her ever-attentive servant stood with a tray, the steam rising from the bowl speaking of the care with which Ang He always surrounded her mistress.

	She had taken in the awkward girl on one of the streets of the city of Cuiyin. It had been evident that she was like a white mouse among gray field mice, the latter having found in her the cause of their troubles. To give a maiden of such height in marriage was impossible. Not a single man, not even the most wretched, would take such a wife for himself.

	At that time, Jin Tai had been mourning her husband. She had been forced to shoulder the burden of the Head of the Order. It was then that this helper was found, one who had not disappointed her a single time since.

	Ang He was always affectionate and attentive, yet neither of them could remember how it happened that they had grown so close. It was as though both women had always been together.

	Had her husband been alive, Weng Ling would not have lasted here; the girl’s sharp words would have inevitably led to trouble. Yet, contrary to the expectations of others, Jin Tai had no intention of marrying again.

	Stepping closer, she suggested walking to the pavilion, and having seated herself, accepted the still-hot beverage.

	“Ang He, your garden helps to ease any tension. Contrary to my expectations, the Thanshu Heir managed to find Yu Lan, and she will soon arrive with him at the House of the Blazing Sun. I expect that following this, a journey to their wedding awaits me. It would be well if Dao Ming were not in a rush regarding Chun Sheng. The road is very tiring, and I still have far too many affairs to attend to upon the Cliff.”

	Chung Ang He (Weng Ling)

	Settling herself opposite her mistress at a small, carved table, she smiled.

	“I trust that both young ladies shall find contentment in their marriages. The Second Young Lord Thanshu is a man of comely appearance and courteous nature; he is one of the finest suitors in Shanlu. ’Tis a pity, of course, that both weddings fall within the same year. I imagine Head Hu hath many cares at present and shall not hasten. Perchance that is precisely what he hath written to thee,” she said, extending the letter. “This was but just delivered. Open it, I pray thee.”

	Su Jin Tai (Mei Feng)

	As always, Ang He spoke the very words Jin Tai wished to hear. Setting the bowl aside, she took the envelope, and upon reading it, exhaled heavily.

	“Weng Ling, it is quite the opposite. Hu Dao Ming informs me that the wedding will take place before the full moon. Assemble a detachment and prepare everything for my departure. My precious son-in-law has not permitted me to enjoy my rest. What do you think—did Chun Sheng egg him on to hurry, or is he himself so impatient? Do you think he took such a liking to her?”

	Chung Ang He (Weng Ling)

	The servant watched with interest as Jin Tai perused the letter.

	“But that is wonderful! 'Tis a pity, of course, that thou shalt not manage to rest, yet at the least thou wilt finish all the traveling at once, and then thou mayest quietly attend to thy affairs. I imagine Dao Ming was unable to resist Chun Sheng’s charm; she is so very much like thee,” the girl took her mistress by the hand, gently caressing the well-groomed fingers. “I am not surprised that he doth not wish to wait.”

	Looking affectionately at the woman, she was already formulating a packing plan in her mind for the road.

	“When do we set out?”

	Su Jin Tai (Mei Feng)

	She smiled brightly at her friend and, in return, stroked the roughened knuckles.

	“I would not delay the journey. We set out tomorrow at dawn. I hope that Yeong Jong sleeps through this event, as he usually does. I do not want him spoiling the bride’s mood, or mine either,” reclaiming her hand, she drained the vessel and stood, “if you manage to finish with the preparations, you may spend the night in my quarters.”

	Chung Ang He (Weng Ling)

	Having listened intently, she playfully lowered her eyes, and rising from the bench, bowed.

	“As thou commandest, mistress.”

	Undoubtedly, she would manage to prepare everything for the departure. Stepping around the table, she slipped her arms around her waist, drew the woman close, and leaning down, kissed her lightly on the lips.

	“Wait for me.”

	Releasing her with regret, she bowed once more and hastened into the courtyard. She wished to finish all the preparations before the sun fully disappeared beneath the horizon.

	 


CHAPTER 3. THE TASK. ABODE OF SNOWY PEAKS. ORDER OF BAISHAN FENG

	 

	Feng Bai De (Jung Xu)

	Several times a year, Bai De dispatched adepts to retrieve an egg of the Ice bird. Not all returned, yet all of this was for the sake of the snowy dragon. It had not yet hatched, but these eggs were supposed to help it preserve its life. At least, so it was believed.

	Their ancestors had brought one of the eggs from the Snowy Empire of Baiwei. To obtain it had been no simple matter, and to smuggle it out had been more difficult still. But the enterprise was worth it. It was precisely the dragons that had been the guarantor of their family's greatness and well-being there, and in time, they would become so here as well.

	A knock at the door distracted the man from his thoughts. The fortunate few upon whom the honorable mission had fallen this time had arrived.

	“Enter.”

	Deng Cai Feng (Guo Li)

	The evening before, the youth had been delighted to receive a personal task, and he met the early morning in an excellent mood. He had been granted the honor of ascending the mountain where the Ice bird dwelt to obtain its egg. Only a few sorcerers each year received the opportunity to distinguish themselves, and therefore it was a great fortune that the lot had fallen to him.

	Likely, his recent tasks, in which he had shown himself in the best possible light, had played no small part, and he was glad of it. He who returned with an egg gained respect among his fellow disciples, for not everyone succeeded. It was unclear why that was so. Presumably, the Ice bird guarded its eggs very well, and to steal one was no simple feat, even if it did not seem so at first glance.

	The youth was confident in his success and did not notice how he reached the hall where the Head of the Order was. At the entrance, his companion was already waiting for him; having received permission, they entered and bowed as was fitting.

	“Head Feng, we have arrived at your command and stand ready to set out on the task.”

	Feng Bai De (Jung Xu)

	The man cast his gaze over the arrivals. Both were sufficiently experienced, just suited for this mission.

	“Ye shall need to obtain an egg of the Ice bird. This is a difficult and responsible undertaking, yet ye both have proven yourselves to be strong sorcerers. Therefore, I shall give ye no additional instructions. Act according to the circumstances.”

	Head Feng handed Deng Cai Feng a rolled-up map.

	“The route and the final destination are marked here. No one must know where the Ice birds nest. Not now, nor when ye return. Immediately upon thy return, come straight to me.”

	Bai De approached and embraced the one and the other in a fatherly manner.

	“Good luck.”

	Deng Cai Feng (Guo Li)

	Accepting the scroll from the Head, he had not expected the embrace and literally froze in place. In the Order of Baishan Feng, it was not customary to behave freely, and having been raised in strictness since childhood, he had very little of such contact with his elders.

	Cai Feng was an orphan who had grown up in this great Order, which had magnanimously picked him up in one of the villages. He remembered how fiercely the frost burned back then; now, however, this was ordinary air, nothing more. It caused neither discomfort nor inconvenience.

	Unlike the lowlands, no insects lived here, and he could sleep without fear of being bitten by them. He liked the fresh air too; he remembered the stench beneath the hovel where he used to hide as a child to sleep.

	Likely, the Head of the Order had embraced him in a fatherly way just now, for this great sorcerer was the grandest and most significant figure for those like him. The saviors who brought in the children first received the approval of the Head, and only with his permission were the orphans taken to the city of Yunhe, where they were raised and taught magic.

	Together with his companion, he withdrew from the room and was able to come to his senses only after closing the door. Turning sharply to his friend, he tugged at his sleeve and asked admiringly:

	“Did you see that? Head Feng even embraced us! We will surely be lucky, and we might even obtain not just one egg, but two!”

	Zhan Song Zhi (Ang Xiao)

	Having stood in silence throughout the entire audience, leaving the communication to his senior comrade, the youth looked at Cai Feng.

	He, too, had not yet recovered from his astonishment. He could not even have imagined that the embrace of the ever-strict Head could be so warm, as though the summer sun had caressed him.

	The sorcerer was not accustomed to tenderness. Having been left without parents in infancy, he had accepted the Order, which had reared, instructed, and treated him as its own family. Yet only now, having long since become an adult, as he pressed against the chest of Feng Bai De, did Ang Xiao understand what that truly meant.

	“You know, I also think we will surely obtain what we seek. Especially since we have the map.”

	Deng Cai Feng (Guo Li)

	Pleased that his companion thought exactly as he did, he clapped him on the shoulder and said in a voice filled with enthusiasm:

	“Zhan Song Zhi, let us hasten to the stables.”

	Setting off upon their route, Cai Feng did not cease his admiration for the Head of the Order and the task itself. Having gathered the horses, they left the territory of the Abode of Snowy Peaks and descended the mountain, where the bright voices of the children of the Baishan Feng Clan awaited them.

	As always, the youngsters questioned them about the mountain and the training. All as one counted the days until they would be permitted to study, and they would become a little more adult, if only for themselves. The girls, however, merely whispered and smiled.

	The beauties of the Feng Clan would never marry men from outside their Clan. Everyone knew this fact. For those like him, there were plenty of other maidens. To his great joy, not long ago he had made the acquaintance of one delightful lady not far from here.

	The young mistress would soon be ready for marriage, and he himself, upon returning from the task, would become a hero. Was that not a fitting occasion to ask for a wife? Having firmly resolved to follow this plan, he shifted in his saddle, and when the horse stepped onto the trail already beyond the bounds of the village, he questioned his companion.

	“Have you never regretted that you were not born into the Baishan Feng Clan?”

	Zhan Song Zhi (Ang Xiao)

	He was pulled from his own thoughts, which had already carried him into the distant future, by the voice. He knew he would never attain the same social standing as those who bore the surname Feng, yet he was grateful for what he did have. An orphan without kith or kin, he now had a family. The mentors in the Order never singled out the Clan members. Here, everyone received only according to their own merits.

	Someday he would achieve immortality, and perhaps then he would become a zhuin. The life of a wandering sorcerer was precisely what he aspired to. He had once been granted a mercy, gifted a life within the Order. Upon becoming immortal, Song Zhi would be able to thank the Gods for this by protecting the mortal world from malevolent creatures.

	“No,” the youth smiled and looked intently at his companion. “And you?”

	Deng Cai Feng (Guo Li)

	He was surprised by the answer. He had never had occasion to converse with this fellow disciple, and now was the perfect time to get to know one another. He knew all of his own peers, but this youth was younger, and they had had very few opportunities for communication.

	The sorcerer understood that there were plenty of people who would not wish to change their past, but there were also those who were forced to carry the burden of childhood trauma against their will. At present, these thoughts did not trouble him often, but the visit to the village had reminded him of his hardships.

	Had he been born into the Baishan Feng Clan, he would never have suffered from cold and hunger. He would always have worn warm, clean, exquisitely tailored clothing. He would have had parents who loved him and the chance to speak his mind to them. It was these thoughts that he shared.

	For some time, the youths discussed this, distracting themselves only for the road. Changing from one topic to another and sharing their plans and dreams, they moved further and further away from Mount Baishan, which already awaited the return of new heroes.

	 


CHAPTER 4. INTERRUPTED REST. YUHE CITY. LANDS OF THE ORDER OF SHUIYAN SHOE

	 

	Chen Shang Liang (Hao Yu)

	The city they arrived in that evening was no different from the previous one. The same shops, the same taverns, and the same people. They stayed at the best tavern; Chen Shang Liang had decided to linger in this city a little longer to let his disciple look his fill and grow accustomed to large crowds. There was no need to hurry, nor any reason to.

	In the morning, Yuhe City greeted them with the bustle ordinary for the start of the day. Carts laden with various goods rumbled past, young men called out to one another merrily, and the girls actively made eyes at them.

	Making their way through the people toward the market, the zhuins were forced to stop. A man who had suddenly appeared before them, paying no heed to the crowd, dropped to his knees and began to bow, blocking their path. With a sigh, the sorcerer lifted him by the scruff of his neck, setting him on his feet.

	“What dost thou want?”

	Messenger of the Moon Ridge Village

	The man had come to the city just yesterday evening, but only in the morning did luck smile upon him. Navigating beautifully through the passersby, two astonishingly handsome sorcerers were leisurely strolling along a small street.

	Coming out onto it had been the right decision. Out where he had found a tavern for the night, only traveling folk stayed. It was nearly impossible to encounter sorcerers of the great Clans or zhuins in such places.

	The goods sold on this street were of the highest quality. The finish on every element of clothing or jewelry obviously took a great deal of time, and all of it cost so much that the man was even afraid to think of the sum.

	Dropping to their feet in the hope that the respected masters would at least listen to him—and better still, if they would help—he had begun to lament and bow, but was lifted to his feet. Could it be that they would listen to him now?

	He bowed as was fitting and, without straightening his back, attempted to state his request:

	“Lord zhuins, I beg you for help on behalf of our entire village. For many years, Moon Ridge has been under attack by unholy forces. The Order of Shuiyan Shoe sent us aid, and we all follow their instructions; it is only because of this that we have not died out yet. But a few days ago—or rather, nights ago—something terrible happened. We only discovered it in the morning. One of the families was completely slaughtered in their own house. We checked everything; the talismans were still in place, but they are all deader than dead. Previously, such a thing had never happened inside the houses, so we thought it was the work of the living and decided to send them on their final journey,” trying to explain, he began to speak faster, “lord sorcerers, we wished to bury them, but the next morning they were gone. They walked away!”

	Shenye Xiu Ying (Dong Yang)

	Having set his mind on resting in the city, Xiu Ying was not pleased by this encounter, but he listened without interrupting. When the man finished speaking, he placed his hands on his hips and asked with a smile:

	“You claim that unholy forces have never killed inside the houses, so what makes you think it was their doing this time? Perhaps a vengeful soul has appeared among you, staging it all? From what I understand, the talismans repel dark power; how could it get inside? You are simply wasting our time. The corpses could have been buried nearby in some ditch. Am I right?”

	Chen Shang Liang (Hao Yu)

	Having listened to the man, Shang Liang cast a quick glance at his companion. The youth knew practically nothing of life away from the mountain. A small adventure would do him nothing but good. Even if the cause of death for the family the peasant mentioned was completely ordinary, unholy forces had still been there, and it would not hurt the youth to gain some practice.

	“Xiu Ying, wait. Every artifact hath its limitations. Anything is possible,” Shang Liang looked at the petitioner. “Return to the village. We shall go there and investigate.”

	Turning around, he walked back.

	“Our rest shall have to be postponed a little. It is unacceptable for dark creatures to terrorize an entire village.”

	Shenye Xiu Ying (Dong Yang)

	As soon as the peasant departed, Xiu Ying, displeased with the elder's decision, looked into the bright eyes. Of course, he had counted on walking his fill around the city and eating delicacies, rather than wandering through villages once more, where the only saving grace was that his enchanting companion was by his side.

	“Chen Shang Liang, but the talismans are still working in the other houses. Would it not be better to send him to the Order of Shuiyan Shoe so they can handle it? After all, they already know what the problem is there, and since they left things as they are, there is no great disaster. The man exaggerates the danger. You saw it yourself—he is quite calm for someone facing death.”

	Chen Shang Liang (Hao Yu)

	 “Thou hast interacted with people too little and dost not know that when death lives right beside a person, it becometh a commonplace thing for them. His calmness meaneth nothing. Thou heardest thyself that this hath been going on for more than just a year. As for the Order,” Shang Liang smiled, “things are not so simple there either. More often than not, very young sorcerers are dispatched to such tasks. And if the task proveth too difficult for them, the young adepts hand out protective amulets to the residents. As a temporary measure until more experienced adepts arrive, this is fine, but the problem is that, wishing to show themselves in the best possible light, the disciples do not report their failure. This is why zhuins always have work.”

	Shenye Xiu Ying (Dong Yang)

	The answer caused him to be sincerely surprised. So that was how it turned out! It was possible that the amulets had indeed grown old—or rather, that very young adepts had made them—which would explain a great deal.

	Seeing no sense in distracting his companion from packing, he hurried to do the same. Returning to the tavern, they gathered their belongings and set out upon their way even before noon. The village the man spoke of was not far, and they were supposed to be on-site by evening.

	At the exit from the city, having lost himself in thought over the task, Xiu Ying once again accidentally froze his water vessel, but the experienced mentor corrected this mishap.

	 


CHAPTER 5. A RABBIT FOR TWO. YUZHEN CITY. THE ORDER OF YUZHEN THANSHU

	 

	Thanshu Wei Wu Hao (Wen Yan)

	Today Yuzhen City was altogether too noisy. Adepts from various Shanlu Clans had gathered in the square for the annual competitions, wherein everyone could demonstrate their skill and receive a well-deserved reward.

	In addition to general recognition, those who triumphed in their chosen training received acknowledgement from their peers and could subsequently aspire to become masters of their craft. Every adept who considered himself superior to the rest could choose a trial for himself and undergo it.

	The long-compiled list of applicants now lay before the Supreme Sorcerer. When all this commotion ceased, he would announce the winners and express his respect to them. Everything was as always—nothing out of the ordinary.

	The duty of one who possessed the right to add Wei to his name was to select the best and know their specific traits. In every Clan, even the most wretched, a unique master of martial arts could be born, but to seek him out was the duty of the Shanlu elders. Therefore, every sorcerer at thirty years of age had to serve the Supreme Sorcerer for ten years, and only after that could he return home.

	Wei Wu Hao himself, upon spotting a unique talent, would certainly attempt to keep him by his side. The previous Wei had done so, and the subsequent one would do the same.

	Having announced the commencement of the competitions, Wen Yan sank into thought. The seat of his wife stood empty, and Malati herself was in no hurry to finish her training. How had it happened that the maiden still failed to comprehend her own happiness and good fortune?

	Having ordered her mentor replaced, the sorcerer took a sip of wine and, in anticipation of the first winner, began to discuss the competition itself and past victors with the others. He was distracted from the conversation by an approaching messenger, who brought a letter from the Dark Tide Citadel.

	Unrolling the costly parchment, the man swept his scarlet eyes over the beautifully written text, and upon reading it, Wu Hao struck the table sharply with his palm, causing the servants to bow down and the speakers to fall silent.

	“How durst he decide when to travel and when not? What insolent defiance is this? Hath this Head Hu decided that he be already immortal and capable of contending with all of Shanlu? Hath he resolved to take the place of the Supreme Sorcerer? What right hath he to make me wait?” his nostrils flared wide with indignation, and the man glared fiercely at those around him.

	No one replied, and the messenger vanished. His mood, even such as it had been, dissolved into nothingness. The desire to finish this day grew greater than ever, yet it had only just begun, and the adepts were still merely gathering for their trials.

	Hu Gang Yi (Tao Shi)

	Today was a very important day. Such a competition was held only once a year. He was incredibly lucky to have arrived for his service before they began compiling the lists of participants.

	After a brief reflection, Gang Yi signed up for the archery competition. The youth did not have the slightest doubt that he would win. Back in the Order, he had dedicated a great deal of time not only to the sorcerous arts but to all types of martial ones as well.

	Choosing a horse that appeared fast enough, he saddled it and went to get his weapon. In this matter, there were no minor details.

	Xi Shui Lang (Pi Jeng)

	Pi Jeng had been on edge since early morning. Today was a responsible day. This year, he had managed to sign up for the competitions in time. In the past, having been delayed on a task, he had failed to enter his name into the list, and now he would definitely make up for lost time.

	By taking first place, he would be able to rise even among his senior brothers. Those men had been unlucky during their service, or perhaps they had not tried hard enough.

	Having chosen the shooting competition, he was convinced of his victory. Shooting from a horse in the forests was something he had been accustomed to since childhood, so it would be foolish to miss the chance.

	Reaching the stables, the youth began to eye the horses and immediately noticed blue garments. A sorcerer was standing near a very promising stallion. Recognizing the one busy with the horse, he smiled genuinely. What good fortune that the fellow had left the horse in the stall; he probably had not chosen his weapon yet, whereas Shui Lang had already managed that task.

	Taking the prepared animal, he took his place at the starting position and, leaving it there, went to confirm his entry. All of this was irritating, but the youth understood that the organizers strictly needed to know who was heading where.

	Contrary to expectations, this was a most ordinary forest, and the sorcerers could encounter anyone at all within it. Thus, responsibility here came first. Everyone who rode out absolutely had to return by the designated time.

	Hu Gang Yi (Tao Shi)

	The sorcerer spent a long time choosing a suitable bow. First one thing did not suit him, then another. But at last, having found a worthy weapon, he walked back. To his surprise, the horse was not there. Surely, this was the work of someone from Thanshu. Who else would carry off another's horse?

	Snorting in dissatisfaction, the youth returned to the stables. Choosing a stallion as black as night, he quickly saddled it and went to the gathering place. Passing by the animals already prepared for the competition, he spotted his own. Well then, he would teach the insolent wretch a lesson. Subtly cutting the girth, he placed his horse in a vacant spot and went to report his arrival.

	Xi Shui Lang (Pi Jeng)

	When everyone was finally ready, he settled upon his horse, and his gaze caught the recent insolent wretch from the Hu Clan. The fellow had already managed to saddle another animal and stood ready for the start of the competition. Why the ghoul had he dragged himself here anyway?

	The horn sounded, distracting him from the thought, and everyone headed into the forest. It was necessary to bag the greatest quantity of game, and it had to be killed by arrow. Incidentally, each participant possessed his own distinct arrows, which differed from the rest.

	Spotting yet another rabbit, he rose in his stirrups and, catching the motion of the horse as it bypassed an oak tree standing in its path at high speed, drew the bowstring, but he did not manage to loose the arrow.

	On the turn, the saddle began to slide sideways, and the sorcerer tumbled to the ground along with it. He had to tuck in tightly and attempt to avoid crashing into the trees. Striking the traitorous thing with his hand in sheer vexation, he inspected the girth.

	To his unpleasant surprise, it had been cut, and naturally it had failed to withstand the maneuver, snapping completely. At that, the competition was over for Pi Jeng.

	Before he even had time to check himself for injuries, he heard the rustling of leaves and looked toward the approaching figure with a glare. The Hu scoundrel!

	Hu Gang Yi (Tao Shi)

	Of course it turned out to be a Thanshu, but no ordinary one. It was the very same rustic with whom he had already dealt in the dining hall. Waiting for the signal, Gang Yi lingered slightly and fell in behind the rogue, wishing to enjoy the sight of this clumsy oaf taking a spill from his horse.

	The competition did not worry him; he would win regardless, there was plenty of time, and even if not, there would be nine more ahead. He would yet have time to bring glory to his Clan, but a spectacle such as this could not be missed.

	They had penetrated only a little deeper into the forest when the sorcerer in burgundy garments drew his bow and flopped to the ground like a sack of grain from the cart of a careless farmer.

	Smiling, he urged his horse forward and, galloping past, struck the game with an arrow. Leaping down to retrieve the rabbit, he turned to the failure.

	“I knew that was an unlucky horse. ’Tis a good thing I took another after all. Thou art out of luck.”

	Xi Shui Lang (Pi Jeng)

	The words set everything in its proper place. Of course! Who else could have cut the girth if not this Hu dog? Rising quickly to his feet, he caught up with the scoundrel and swung with all his might, catching him square in his insolent face. A fight broke out, in which neither was willing to yield, whether in the blows they traded or the foul words they hurled.

	Failing to notice that the organizers had discovered them, the youth, attempting to land another strike, hit one of them with full force. The burgundy garments brought him to his senses, and he stopped, though he still managed to spit out the remaining insults he had left.

	As was fitting, they were taken before the Supreme Sorcerer, who ordered them both punished. Standing once more in the familiar hall, he resolved to pay absolutely no heed to the scoundrel. Fortunately, they were now placed back-to-back.

	Hu Gang Yi (Tao Shi)

	This rogue had started the fight himself; he had not even needed to do anything. Yet just as Hu Gang Yi was getting a taste for it, the organizers appeared, damn them. And everything ended completely differently from what had been expected. Instead of a well-deserved triumph, he was standing in the very same hall again, and once more with this half-wit. On top of that, they had to listen to a long lecture from the Supreme Sorcerer. He would love to hit that pampered face too, but that was strictly forbidden.

	They were placed back-to-back, yet he could still feel the other's presence. After standing for some time, he hissed through his teeth:

	“Burgundy suiteth thee incredibly well. Failures ought to be visible from afar.”

	A verbal clash ensued, and after yet another retort, Xi Shui Lang kicked back at him. The stone clattered down. Spinning around, the youth took great pleasure in striking the insolent wretch. The fellow repaid him in kind, and they rolled across the floor once more, dealing each other heavy blows until they were separated again.

	Thanshu Wen Ming (Minj)

	Today was a difficult day for all the healers, and Minj had been prepared for it, but the latest arrivals made him smile at first, and then grow indignant. Two fighting cocks who had only recently stayed in the healers' quarters were bickering on the cots once again. As if out of spite, they had been assigned to the same room, and it was dreadful.

	In the time he spent waiting for the sleeping decoction to take effect, Wen Ming heard enough foul words to last him half a lifetime. But everything has an end. Once the sleeping sorcerers drifted off, they were laid out as far from each other as possible, and the healer merely shook his head.

	A vast number of potions would now have to be wasted on these empty-headed fools. Both the first and the second were literally black and blue from one another. Having finished, he instructed his sister to watch over the fighters, while he himself departed to attend to the others.

	 


CHAPTER 6. THE HUNTER. GREAT OAK VILLAGE. LANDS OF THE ORDER OF SHUIYAN SHOE

	 

	Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

	After breakfast, the sorcerers rode into the forest that separated the inhabited lands from the desolate ones. The detachment moved slowly, stretching out in a broad line. If anyone conversed, they did so in hushed tones, careful not to startle the spawns of darkness lurking nearby.

	The peasants were unanimous in saying that those who found themselves in the forest after midday—in the brightest hours of the day—were in the greatest danger.

	Having ventured deep enough, Sheng Lang ordered everyone to dismount and, leaving the horses under guard, to proceed in small groups, within earshot of one another.

	The Hunter

	Someone had entered the forest again. The man could hear the footsteps clearly, and they irritated him, but hunger gained the upper hand again and again. He crouched, letting them draw nearer, and, ready to attack, he waited.

	He had not always lived such a life; he was undead now, and he understood this. But long ago, when he was still alive, he had possessed a grand house where his children always greeted him from the hunt. His wife had fussed over him with care and never grumbled.

	Everything changed the moment when, wishing to provide for his eldest daughter’s marriage, he went out into the field with his horse. During the plowing, the animal, exhausted from the work, jerked, and the man, no less worn out, was not prepared for it.

	The rein yanked his arm sharply, and since that day, though it appeared whole, it became a curse. He failed to sow the plowed patch; time was lost to the recovery of his ailing arm. The hunting grew unsuccessful time after time.

	As he drew the bowstring, his treacherous arm would tremble, and the arrow would fly anywhere but toward the prey. Months later, nothing had changed, and upon returning from the forest, he was forced to endure his wife’s reproaches.

	The home that had once been full of happiness became loathsome; his wife turned into a grumbling shrew who drove him into the forest every day, and there, the arrow flew wide again and again. One day, weary of such a life, the man sat beneath a spreading tree, gazing for a long time at its branches and thinking of the future.

	He regretted nothing; he only longed to attend his daughter’s wedding. It was too significant an event, for his beauty was marrying the elder’s son. He never managed to attend that occasion or give his fatherly blessing.

	Having thrown a sturdy rope over a branch, the man bade farewell to life, hoping that his young wife would find a more fortunate husband, that his daughter would not even remember him at the celebration, and that a new father would look after the younger ones.

	He had climbed down from the branch himself when he came to. Long, sharp nails had sliced through the strong rope, and hunger became his companion—a hunger that could not be sated even while eating. He had wanted to return home, but upon approaching it, he realized that all he could see in people was food for his body.

	Never having set foot within his home’s walls, he left and settled beneath the very tree that had taken his life. Of course, it was not the tree’s fault; back then, in his sorrow, he had quite forgotten, but now he remembered clearly.

	He who dares to bid farewell to life before his time by his own hand shall also bid farewell to luck for ten incarnations, and the situation will repeat itself time after time until it is rectified. How could one rectify such a thing without luck? He would rather live here in this state, but he did not wish to be reborn without hope, which meant he had to be cautious.

	Fortunately, few people had arrived, and they were all at a decent distance. Having attacked the one who drew near, the man literally calculated how he would also kill those who came to the noise.

	Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

	They were in luck almost immediately. They had traveled only a short distance on foot when the sorcerer sensed a strange disturbance. Signaling his companions to stay put, the youth walked toward the source of the disturbance. The undead proved to be entirely mindless; it did not even attempt to hide, instead attacking and immediately falling under a blow.

	Examining the unimpressive-looking remains with disgust, Sheng Lang stepped aside and, wiping his sword on the grass, listened to his own senses. Silence reigned around him. No, of course, birds were singing, the wind rustled the foliage, and even some small animal was scurrying in the grass somewhere, but the presence of dark spawns was no longer felt.

	It was curious, but this creature resembled no other. It was no surprise that they had failed to find any mention of such beings. All sorts of creatures crawled out of the lands once seized by demons, but what was happening where the residence of the Order of Shamen Dun had once stood, no one knew.

	Be that as it may, the task was accomplished, and they could return now. Gathering the detachment, Sheng Lang turned it back toward the village. They would spend the night there today, and at sunrise, they would depart for the Order. This brought to mind the upcoming wedding, and the youth frowned. He did not participate in conversations for the rest of the journey, and even at the tavern, having finished a quick supper, he went straight to the same room where he had spent the night.

	Kofi 

	The day had failed to offer any real excitement. The undead creature haunting the forest turned out to be just a stinking, decomposing former man. The Master dealt with it himself, and Kofi did not even care to draw near and take a look.

	Returning to the inn and finishing his supper, he watched Sheng Lang depart and stepped outside. The village children were huddled in the corners of the houses, and the curiosity in their eyes lit the way for the youth, who had decided to take a stroll before sleep.

	Reaching the edge of the village, he stopped and gazed in admiration at the beauty of the landscape. Such unusual beauty, when seen through one's own eyes. Why had he not noticed this beauty while he was in the sword?

	His reflections were interrupted by footsteps, and he turned with a smile, recognizing the intruder out of the corner of his eye.

	“Shin Su, didst thou ever notice how beautiful nature is here when thou wert in the sword?”

	Shin Su 

	The task had been trivial. With it, even very young adepts who had just received their second names could have handled it. He did not even bother to approach the corpse.

	After dinner, the sorcerer decided to go for a walk and, spotting a familiar figure at the edge of the village, approached him. Hearing the question, he looked around.

	“Nature is beautiful, of course, as it is everywhere. You know, when I was in the sword, life was bland—I suspect it was just the same for you. Still, it is wonderful to have a body again. What do you think?”

	Smiling, he took his hand and squeezed it gently.

	“Tomorrow morning, the Master will come to wake us at dawn again. I do not think we should waste time here. Let us go to sleep.”

	Kofi 

	The touch brought him joy and confirmed the words of the sword. Kofi looked at his companion with a bright smile.

	“Of course, a body is a magnificent gift from the Gods. It is not worth wasting time. Nature shall still be here tomorrow.” Walking slowly toward the inn, the sorcerer paused to admire the beauty of the sunset. Tomorrow they were indeed on the road early; they needed rest, and his companion, by all appearances, wished to enjoy the night.

	




CHAPTER 7. A FRIEND. PHOENIX VALLEY. ORDER OF FENGLING GONG

	 

	Gong Ki Bo (Joong Jae) 

	The Head of the Order’s day was entirely consumed with affairs. Even now, when everyone else had retired to rest, he still had much to attend to. Returning to his study, Ki Bo sat at his desk and began signing the decrees prepared by the scribes. This was the last one. The sorcerer ran his eyes over it quickly.

	To admit the reanimated weapons into the Clan. Exactly so. Each of them would henceforth bear the name Gong. These sorcerers needed to be kept as close as possible, and making them members of the Clan was the most sound decision. The elders were displeased, of course, but their role was merely to offer counsel, nothing more.

	Picking up the first letter, the youth smiled with satisfaction as he saw the seal of the Abode of Snowy Peaks. Head Feng had been quick with his reply, which was understandable. It was a great honor to give an unremarkable maiden in marriage to the Head of the Order. This meant he would need to begin wedding preparations.

	He unrolled the parchment, read it, and then, unable to believe his eyes, read it a second time. Joong Jae tossed aside the sheet, covered in elegant calligraphy. The condolences, the congratulations—everything was as it should be, but… Feng Bai De had refused to give the Feng maiden in marriage. Of course, it was all worded very politely, but a refusal was a refusal.

	Rising to his feet, the sorcerer began pacing the study, restraining the irritation that surged within him. No. That could not be. Clearly, Head Feng had simply misunderstood something. Very well. He would have to visit Mount Baishan in person; he might as well choose a maiden himself instead of taking what was offered.

	Smiling at this thought, Ki Bo sat down to write a reply.

	Gong Li Ming (Liu Jian) 

	The girl slept until noon and had barely finished her morning ablutions when the servants informed her that Lady Gong Min Yuyin was already on her way. They had agreed upon training, but Li Ming had not expected such eagerness, though she found it pleasing.

	Having raised more than one daughter in the past, she knew exactly where to begin and what society demanded of young ladies. Taking on the duties of a mentor, she could not allow her friend to stumble about like a newborn and decided that, first and foremost, she would teach her how to walk.

	Min Yuyin had spent the entire evening learning to pour tea, and it was clear that she found it not just difficult, but excruciating—verging on a breakdown. But no matter; a garden would not be so magnificent if one did not labor over it.

	Once her guest arrived, Li Ming invited her to the table and, as a test, asked her to pour the tea. Naturally, it still required practice, but it was already much better. As a competent mentor, she decided to offer encouragement:

	“There! See for yourself? You are doing much better already. Of course, everything requires practice, and you ought to move with greater grace. Therefore, today you will learn to walk,” she waved her hand, signaling her not to rush, “finish your tea, and when you are ready, disrobe. I will teach you how to glide across the floor. All the men will be absolutely captivated by you!”

	Gong Min Yuyin (Cheng  Li) 

	Min Yuyin had forced himself to go to Li Ming. No, not because the sorcerer’s company was unpleasant, but because he deeply disliked studying all these meaningless things. Yet he understood that it was necessary now.

	Perhaps it would come in handy later, once he regained his proper body. He could not leave his kin without descendants, which meant he would have to interact with women. "This is just training. I do not like it, but I must endure," he thought as he set out to meet his companion.

	After pouring the tea, he was just about to protest. What was wrong now? He seemed to have done everything correctly. But the next sentence made his eyes widen, and he stared at the girl in complete bewilderment.

	“Disrobe? Completely? But why?”

	Gong Li Ming (Liu Jian) 

	Covering her mouth modestly with her sleeve, she laughed at his words and decided to clarify: “Of course, the word causes a storm of reactions, but believe me, this is purely for educational purposes. Besides, I am not asking you to disrobe completely—only the outer layer, so I can see how you place your feet,” she swept a glance over the slender figure, “you have nothing to hide, and you really ought to wear more fitted gowns. You must emphasize your beauty. I will help you with your wardrobe.”

	Gong Min Yuyin (Cheng  Li)

	 Snorting, he glared indignantly at his companion. Did Li Ming think he was shy? Far from it! Min Yuyin removed his outer robes and looked at her with defiance. “Like this?” Frowning for a second, he decided that, all things considered, she was right. He knew absolutely nothing about women’s clothing, and help would not go amiss. He had no desire to look ridiculous or suspicious. It was surprising, but Li Ming seemed to have been born a girl. Perhaps men in these parts were taught this too? Though it did not seem so. “I would be grateful if you could help me make sense of all these rags.”

	Gong Li Ming (Liu Jian) 

	Internally, she bristled at the dismissive term used for the clothing. This beauty would have to learn to love these very ‘rags,’ and Li Ming would do her best to ensure that, but not just yet. First, she had to teach this cow how to walk. Shedding her own outer garment, she paced the room with impeccably precise steps. In her past life, her gait had been widely praised; even when wielding a weapon, she truly glided above the ground. “Did you understand how you need to move?” she looked at her friend defiantly.

	Gong Min Yuyin (Cheng  Li)

	 Having watched her movements carefully, he gave a dissatisfied hum and replied: “Watch.” He walked across the room demonstrably, trying to replicate every minute detail. To his surprise, it proved far less simple than he had anticipated. His body would not move as he expected, and this irritated him. Nevertheless, he turned around and looked confidently at Li Ming. “Like this?”

	Gong Li Ming (Liu Jian) 

	Even at the first steps, she had barely stifled a laugh, but the final lunge made her laugh aloud.

	“Of course not! You are no old crone from some godforsaken village, why are you slapping your feet against the floor? Honestly, you look like a cow out to pasture. If you had a man’s body, walk however you please, but you are a Lady! More grace, more charm, and love every movement you make. Imagine thousands of men are watching you right now. Head up, do not swivel it, do not flail your arms, and for heaven’s sake!” The girl, setting her hands on her hips, looked down at her friend’s footwear. “What are these dust-tramplers? Do you intend to stomp manure? Where are your shoes?”

	Barely finishing her words, she realized that without her intervention, nothing of value would come of this. Quickly summoning the maids, she ordered them to bring suitable footwear immediately and, once they arrived, commanded them to change Gong Min Yuyin’s shoes.

	“There! Now try walking again, and do not stomp. Extend the toe and lower it smoothly and quickly. Do not take large strides; move them faster. A step of just over one foot length. Try it like this first.”

	Gong Min Yuyin (Cheng Li) 

	He looked at the girl indignantly, intending to reply in a way that would not offend too deeply, but while he was selecting more polite words, the efficient maids had already begun forcing him into the dreadfully uncomfortable shoes. Rising to his feet, he hissed in displeasure. How was one supposed to walk in these at all? Glaring at Li Ming, he grumbled, “I do not care who is watching. It only matters that it looks natural.”

	Having taken a few steps, he grimaced; walking in them was hard enough as it was. Min Yuyin frowned and reminded himself that this was a training session, however unusual, and making an effort, he tried to walk just as the fan had indicated.

	Gong Li Ming (Liu Jian) 

	She merely shook her head, watching all this ungainly mess. So much for gliding; if only this cow could learn to walk. Perhaps it would have been better to accustom her to the footwear first, and occupy herself with the wardrobe for now. She would have plenty of time to walk and stand then. Quickly dressing herself, she helped her friend and, taking her by the hand, dragged her off to the tailors.

	Work was not exactly bustling there, which meant she needed to set them a task; it was not for nothing that they ate the Order’s provisions and boasted of their status. Having issued orders to immediately fill the wardrobe with the best of what was chosen, she settled into a chair while the sluggish tailors took measurements and fittings. She did not fail to point out what, how, and where to sew, and how to adorn it.

	She would surely turn this hen into a Lady worthy of even the most prominent of husbands. And let her say that a man resided within; if that were true, would he endure all this? Certainly not. It meant this girl had decided to evade the inevitable by such means, and a lie would not simply pass unnoticed.

	At last, when all the tailors set to work, she led her ward into the garden and, engaging in casual conversation about the beauty of nature, began to discuss familiar topics.

	“Tell me, dear, which of our kin do you like the most?” She wagged a finger at her. “And do not lie and say no one. There must be a favorite.”

	Gong Min Yuyin (Cheng Li) 

	At first, he had been glad for the reprieve when his companion called him to the tailors, but what awaited him there was no better—perhaps even worse. They spun him around like a doll, dressing him in various outfits, yet in almost every one, his companion found some flaw.

	Clenching his teeth, the sorcerer endured it all. If Li Ming could manage it, he certainly could. It was not such a great science; even women and the fan mastered it. Surprisingly, the latter felt completely at home amidst all this.

	It did not matter; this was all temporary. He would surely find a way to regain his male body, and in the meantime, he would master all these little tricks and surpass his teacher. In any study, he had always been the best, and he would not lose face this time either, even if he did not like any of it.

	Finally, the outfits were chosen, and they went for a walk. One could simply stroll, though even that was an ordeal. The shoes were terribly uncomfortable and pinched everywhere at once. Hearing the question, Min Yuyin even came to a halt and, looking intently at his companion, pondered for a moment.

	“Are you serious? They are luckier, but we have other problems right now. We need to find a way to acquire a good body, and in the meantime, learn to cope with this one. Have you noticed how inconvenient it is?”

	Gong Li Ming (Liu Jian) 

	Her friend was complaining about the body again. How lazy; she had decided to beg for a rest this way and, at the same time, avoid answering the question, but could one really dodge a question so rudely?

	“Small, nimble, and beautiful. Do you not like girls in
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