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CHAPTER 1. MORNING ON THE ROAD. LANDS OF THE ORDER OF SHUIYAN SHOE
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Shin Su

Yet another morning on the road. The youth had already grown accustomed to waking at his body’s call; he had grown used to the frame itself, though at first, it seemed such a task would require far more time. Admiring his long fingers for a moment and realizing that everyone was still asleep, he rose quietly from his place and made his way toward the nearby thickets. Cold. It was always so cold in the morning... He looked up at the fluffy clouds and recalled his former self.

Once, long ago—it was impossible now to discern how much time had passed—he had been at a rest stop just like this. Back then, he was leading an army into battle. And that battle proved to be his last.

The unexpected betrayal of a friendly Clan, which had sided with the enemy, destroyed everything. He had perished not upon the field of battle, but within his own tent. Shin Su remembered exactly where the sword entered, the chill of the steel, and the treacherous eyes of his "friend."

He shook his head, trying to banish the memory, and was rewarded with another in its stead. The warmth of a hand gripping the hilt. The gentle voice of the Master. This Master, that one, and the one before. He still did not understand why the Gods had punished him so, yet he had resigned himself.

Having finished his business, he smiled. His mouth was parched, his tongue clinging to the roof of his mouth, yet even this pleased him. Quickly reaching the adepts, he found a cup and a barrel of wine. Having drunk his fill, he returned to the Master’s tent, wishing to lounge upon the mat for a while longer.

Striving not to wake anyone, he began to settle into his place but froze, catching sight of Kofi’s hand. Black? He blinked several times, but it did not help, nor did rubbing his eyes. Carefully, he reached out and touched the wrist with a finger. In sudden shock, he recoiled.

Charred, yet he proved to be alive, and the black hand attempted to brush him away. It swatted at the second touch just as it had the first. Utterly failing to grasp how such a thing was possible, the youth quietly moved closer to the Master and, touching him, whispered into his ear:

“Master, Kofi is charred, yet he is alive. What should we do?” He gazed in bewilderment at the trembling eyelashes.

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

After everyone had settled into their places, Sheng found he could not sleep for a long while. Thoughts of his sister, his father’s righteous fury, and the return home occupied his mind. At last, exhaustion took its toll, and the youth drifted into a slumber that, as if to counteract the day's anxieties, carried him to a peaceful and blessed place. There, sitting by a fire, he conversed with the sorcerer whose image he had so diligently sought to banish from his mind throughout the day.

A familiar voice and a touch broke the dream. Though the words sounded nonsensical, their meaning was troubling. Lightly squeezing Shin Su’s hand, he answered just as quietly:

“Let us see.” Reaching the xiao, he lowered himself beside him and leaned toward the face, nearly recoiling. The skin, which only that evening had been white, as befits a sorcerer, was now as black as the soot-blackened bottom of a kettle. He cautiously touched the cheek. To the touch, it felt ordinary—soft and cool, with no signs of burns or other changes.

“Kofi, wake up,” he spoke the words softly and calmly, striving not to cause alarm.

Shin Su

Watching the unfolding scene with trepidation, he kept a slight distance. Dreadful things were afoot. A living sorcerer, like a cinder from a died-out campfire, lay there snoring as though nothing were amiss. Preparing for a swift retreat should the other nonetheless burst into flames, he went quiet, clutching the hem of the Master’s hanfu in his hand.

Kofi

A light touch broke the dream. Attempting to commit it to memory, the youth was in no hurry to lift his eyelids, yet common sense ultimately prevailed. The dream dissipated as if it had never been. Opening his eyes, he smiled. It was pleasant, after all, to feel alive once more and to have the chance to stretch after waking. This was a pleasure Kofi could not deny himself.

Extending his limbs upon the bedding, he stretched until it seemed he had grown even taller. He pushed himself up and cast an inquiring look at the two who, as it turned out, were staring at him.

“Master Sheng Lang, Shin Su, has something happened?”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

Watching the youth with curiosity, he asked cautiously:

“Kofi, how do you feel?”

Striving not to harm the ailing body, he began to examine him with careful touches, listening to the flow of energy within.

“Do not worry. You may freely tell me the truth; I will surely find a way to help you. I only need to understand what is happening to you...” The final words were uttered barely audibly, more to himself than to the weapon.

Kofi

A question for a question. How he loved that. Observing the further actions, he tried to grasp what had occurred, making an effort not to interfere as he was being examined.

“I feel excellent. I am only thirsty, and I should like to eat,” he wanted to add something about his morning needs but held his peace. Failing to understand what it was the Master intended to help with, he decided to ask, “Master, what is wrong? I had no intention of lying to you at all. I should simply like to understand what you wish to help me with.”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

Deciding it best to tell the truth at once, he nevertheless sought to soften the blow.

“The matter is that although your qi is normal, something unusual is happening to you,” he said, taking the youth’s hand and raising it to his eyes. “There. See for yourself. I have never seen any records of such an ailment. We must return to the Order as quickly as possible. It is fortunate that, beyond these outward changes, you feel no discomfort as of yet. It means we still have time.”

Kofi

Attempting to grasp what had occurred, he grew serious as never before. He was used to being given little attention. For some reason, this particular Master did not perceive him as a mere artifact to be utilized. An ornament, nothing less. Now, such interest brought him a sense of joy.

Looking at his hand, he failed to understand what was amiss; he wiggled his fingers and discovered a tiny scratch that had appeared from nowhere. Extending his finger to show it, he spoke.

“Master, I shall not die from such a thing; why are you so worried?” He continued, his tone turning more cheerful. “My guts will not spill out through a finger.”

Shin Su

Listening to them both, he could not restrain himself.

“Kofi, what are you babbling about? Do you feel a fire within you?” he decided to ask directly. “Are you not about to burst into flames?”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

Casting a quick glance at Shin Su, he only sighed. Perhaps there was some merit to the youth's words.

“Do not try to pretend that everything is normal. It is well, of course, that you do not lose your optimism and even crack jokes, but there is no need to hide the obvious. We are not blind. If you tell the truth about your sensations, it will be easier for me to understand and find a way to heal you.”

Kofi

He grew uneasy, wondering what it was they had seen in him that was so wrong. Checking himself once more, even lifting the coverlet, he found nothing unusual or even unfamiliar. He only became tangled in his sleeves yet again and, cursing under his breath, addressed the questioner once more:

“Master, tell me. What is it you wish to cure me of? Perhaps I can help you understand what is wrong with me. I feel wonderful. The wound has healed and does not even remind me of its existence. I was fortunate to occupy a sufficiently strong body with partially cultivated meridians.”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

Listening to these words, he frowned slightly; it seemed this incomprehensible ailment had struck not only the skin but the sight as well. Surely a sorcerer could not fail to see that the color was clearly abnormal. Carefully choosing his words so as not to cause alarm, he replied:

“You evidently do not notice, but the matter is that your skin has changed. And it appears the malady is spreading. The fact that you feel well means nothing. I have never heard of such a thing and do not yet know how to deal with it; therefore, after breakfast, we shall ride on without stopping so that we may reach the Order as quickly as possible.”

Kofi

He inspected himself once more—fingers, nails, every joint—but finding nothing unusual, he frowned slightly. Utterly failing to grasp what was wrong with his skin, he raised his gaze to the Master and froze, studying the youth.

A sincere, radiant smile formed on his face, and his eyes lit up with joy. In all likelihood, the Master had been frightened by the dark color of the skin; after all, immediately upon acquiring the body, it had been white, but evidently, the past was making itself known. Indeed, during his entire time in Shanlu, he had never once seen a sorcerer from Nibelis.

Deciding to amuse himself with this fact, he sprawled out on the bedding and, placing a hand upon his forehead, drawled slightly, wishing to have a bit more fun.

“Oh, Master, you know... I’ve been thinking, perhaps I am ill after all. Could you bring me something to eat and drink?” Deciding that this was not enough, he turned to the sword as well. “And you, bring me a vessel, for I fear I shall not make it to the thickets.”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

Sheng frowned; Kofi was trying to hide his poor state after all.

“It is well that you are no longer trying to pretend everything is normal. What exactly do you feel?”

Turning to the sword, he spoke quietly:

“Shin Su, tell the adepts to bring us breakfast and a vessel for Kofi. We depart in half an hour.”

Shin Su

Lingering no longer, Shin Su dashed out and hurried to find a vessel, simultaneously organizing the preparations for the journey. Between tasks, he kept glancing back at the tent, hoping the xiao would not, after all, burst into flames. Never before had he witnessed such a phenomenon, and the unknown was, as a rule, dangerous.

He stopped once more, bowl already in hand, and looked at the barrel of water. It was obvious that Kofi was unwell, and perhaps he was in need of water. Taking the vessel and giving the order to bring breakfast, he headed back, hurrying the half-asleep adepts along.
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CHAPTER 2. LULLABY. LANDS OF THE ORDER OF SHUIYAN SHOE


[image: ]


Kofi

Things had not gone according to plan, yet this did not dampen his spirits. Continuing to play the part of the wounded, he barely suppressed a smile, masking the ghost of a smile with his hand. The ruse seemed successful; placing his other hand upon his stomach, he let out a heavy sigh. Teasing the Master felt only fair—in all this time, the youth had never once even tried to call upon the spirit within or even introduce himself properly, as was custom.

“Master, if the sword does not make haste, I shall perish of hunger right here in your arms, and you will never learn what I was truly capable of.”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

With concern, Sheng Lang placed a hand upon one of the centers. The energy flowed steadily.

“Do not worry. You shall not die anytime soon.”

How long had he possessed the xiao now? Into his memory surfaced that day when, returning from one of his first independent journeys, he had found a dying sorcerer in the forest; the man had bestowed this instrument upon him, having had no time to tell him anything of it.

Back then, a mere stripling—hardly a year had passed since Sheng had become a sorcerer and received his second name—he had not been much interested in the peculiarities of the new spiritual weapon. The exams in all Clans are held upon reaching twenty years of age, which meant he had already held the flute for sixty-five years. Sheng recalled Shin Su’s words and looked searchingly at Kofi; perhaps there was a clue to be found here.

“Is your magic tied to fire?”

Kofi

The youth smiled. The sword had observed correctly: looking at the color of his skin, it truly did seem as though he had fallen under the influence of fire. Nevertheless, he had no desire to lay all his cards out from his wide sleeve just yet. Since things had turned out this way, he would demonstrate his magic in person, and then, perhaps, the Master would grant him the appreciation he deserved.

Settling himself more comfortably, he paused and gave as pained a smile as he could manage to perform.

“Master, I feel weary. Permit me to sing my favorite song. Perhaps it will help me overcome my malady.”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

The request sounded strange, but there was no reason to refuse. Besides, the spirit of a flute was surely bound to sing well. Smiling, he patted the other’s hand.

“Of course, sing. I shall listen to you with pleasure.”

Kofi

Sitting up on the blanket, the xiao began to sing a lullaby. The Master would learn the true Kofi firsthand—that was the aim. Indeed, even after noticing that the sorcerer was already asleep, he continued to sing and, rising from his place, stepped outside.

The adepts were fast asleep. Some lay near the horses, the harnessing left unfinished; others by the campfire where porridge was simmering. It was fortunate the detachment was small and everyone remained within earshot. Approaching the kettle, he only shook his head. The same tasteless swill as always.

Quickly looking about, he found the necessary herbs and tossed them into the food; having stirred it, he took a breath of the aroma. There—now it should be delicious. Returning to his place, he settled in just as he had lain before and, closing his eyes, ceased his singing. Snoring softly, he feigned sleep.

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

As expected, the youth possessed a magnificent voice. The simple melody carried his thoughts in an entirely different direction, and Sheng did not even notice as he dipped into sweet reveries.

He found himself in a forest. Upon the shore of a lake overgrown with lotuses, where multicolored butterflies flitted above the water. There was something subtly familiar about it, though he was certain he had never been to this place. And somewhere far off, harmoniously intertwining with the birdsong, the voice of the xiao still echoed. The enchanting scent of flowers mingled with the delicate notes of foliage and herbs. Stopping at the water's edge, Sheng watched the shadows of clouds upon the mirror-like surface. It was difficult to say how much time had passed. The voice grew silent, and the birds fell still in its wake. It seemed to him that the surrounding reality trembled and rippled, like a reflection in water caught by a breath of wind.

At that moment, he felt the touch of a warm hand upon his shoulder. Smiling, he turned, wishing to greet the one he had not expected to see for a very long time, but he managed to catch only a blurred image before it vanished completely. Following it, the remaining elements of the pastoral scene dissolved.

Opening his eyes, the sorcerer looked around in bewilderment. It had been but a dream. And here was reality: Kofi was asleep, and Shin Su had still not returned. Deciding not to dwell now on the reasons for his sudden drowsiness, he checked the flow of his qi once more and stepped out of the tent, intending to hurry the sword along. The sight that met his eyes forced him to rub his gaze. Perhaps he was still dreaming? The adepts lay upon the ground in various poses.

Kofi

The game had not played out as expected; for some reason, the Master had chosen to step outside rather than speak. Drawing a heavy breath, Kofi rose, left the tent, and came to a halt behind the youth’s back. The scene before them was familiar enough to Kofi, but judging by the reaction, it was not so for the Master.

“Master, look how sweetly they sleep,” he said softly, barely audibly. “Surely you do not wish to interrupt their slumber?”

Quickly running to the still-simmering kettle, he removed it from the fire and, settling himself comfortably, gestured toward a vacant spot—of which not many remained. The sleeping adepts had already sprawled out as best they could, each snoring in unison with the others.

“Please, sit. They shall wake soon. Do you truly have no questions for me?”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

“Asleep?” Quickly checking those nearest to him, Sheng confirmed the xiao was right and frowned. “Fine guards they are, I must say—but that can wait until later.”

Approaching the fire, he lowered himself to the ground beside Kofi and looked intently into the pale blue eyes, which appeared so strange against the black face.

“I take it you are feeling better. That is well. It means we shall be able to reach the Order without stopping. What was that song?”

Kofi

He listened without letting the smile fade, his eyes sparkling with genuine joy. Now they were entirely alone, despite the sleepers. For the first time, he could converse with his Master, who should have held this conversation decades ago.

Extending his hand with the dark side down, he turned his palm upward.

“See? It is the same as yours. There is no need to worry over the color of my skin. Tell me, did you ever plan to truly get to know me? Provided, of course,” he gestured to himself, “that I had not acquired a body.”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

Looking at the outstretched palm, he only sighed. Its color was almost normal now. Casting a swift glance over the well-formed figure, he stood and offered his hand.

“Come into the tent. I must check something.”

Kofi

His eyes, bright as they were, grew wider still. Had it been night, the stars themselves might have fallen from the heavens and vanished in that very moment. Kofi rose, having not even tasted the food, and placed his hand into the other's. Hoping for the Master’s good sense, he nevertheless chose to remind him of breakfast.

“The food will grow cold.”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

Casting a dismissive glance at the kettle, he walked toward the tent with a swift stride.

“It will not. Of course, we would have become acquainted, as is proper, in any case. A little later.”

Reaching the entrance, he drew the youth inside and, letting him pass ahead, suggested:

“Undress.”

Kofi

Along the way, he had wanted to protest, trying to imagine when exactly that “later” was supposed to happen, but the final word struck every carefully gathered grievance from his mind. Kofi froze in astonishment and, blinking several times, smiled. Wrapping his arms around the slender waist, he looked into the gray eyes.

“Master, I had not even dared to hope for such an introduction...”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

Slipping from the other’s grasp, he stepped back and cast a stern look at the xiao.

“Enough fooling around. The most important thing now is to understand what is happening to you. Undress. I must examine you and find out how far the process of your skin’s transformation has gone.”

Kofi

The game was in full swing. The Master clearly did not understand that such a skin color was perfectly normal. Kofi was in no hurry to reveal his secret, unwilling to miss an opportunity for amusement. He had no intention of ceasing his fooling. Realizing that he would have to undress regardless, he began to untie his belt without haste, letting out a disgruntled huff as he struggled with the task.

“What manner of attire is this? A maiden could give birth in the time it takes to remove it all.”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

“What nonsense you devise. This is ordinary clothing.”

Having waited for Kofi to strip, he frowned and circled him from all sides. Contrary to his expectations, no white patches were found. The entire body was of a single color, with the exception of the palms.

“Dress yourself. Let us go to breakfast. We are losing too much time. You shall tell me about yourself on the road.”

Kofi

Assessing his body once more, he realized it was gradually returning to the form it had held in his previous incarnation. It had required a great deal of effort.

Draping the robe over his shoulders, he looked at the Master with despondency.

“I shall go as I am. I have still not learned how to put on this ‘ordinary’,” he emphasized the word with malice, “clothing of yours. By the way, Master, this is not ordinary clothing; it is highly inconvenient. Why do you not worry for the sword and the adepts? Have you truly not noticed how soundly they sleep?”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

He brushed the question aside. Even while they were by the fire, Sheng had put two and two together. The sudden, collective drowsiness had clearly been caused by the magic of the song, but that could wait until later. Shaking his head, he approached and, abruptly pulling the robe from the young sorcerer, began to dress him, explaining what went where and how to do it correctly. He was surprised that the youth had managed to lose such a basic skill. How much time had Kofi already spent within the xiao?

Kofi

He had no desire to put on a mountain of clothes, and he stared at the Master, who was meticulously—and for some utterly baffling reason—smoothing out every single fold.

“Why put all this on? Do you think I shall freeze in a robe? It is warm outside; we have already left the cold lands. Master,” he pointed at the inconvenient clothing, “why do you all torment yourselves so?”

The long sleeves made their presence known again; he gathered them in his hands and held them out to the youth.

“And this part makes no sense at all and is quite awkward. Perhaps we should cut them off?”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

Telling himself that he would later need to restore the notions of propriety within the flute’s memory—for the sorcerer did not doubt that such things had once been known to him—he nevertheless could not suppress a smile.

“You will grow accustomed to it; you wore such clothing once before. It is not a matter of the cold. Even mortals strive to dress with dignity, according to their understanding and means. As for the sleeves, they are not only beautiful but functional. Look,” pausing in his task, he extracted a small jar of wine from his own sleeve and held it out to Kofi. “I think a couple of sips will do no harm.”

Kofi

He was about to object to the Master’s claim that he had worn such things before, but the man had followed it with an even stranger assertion about beauty. However, the moment he opened his mouth, he saw the jar. After standing still for a moment, he snatched the youth’s sleeve and, pulling it open, began to peer inside, searching for where it had come from. He was certain he could not have missed it. Turning the fabric over in his hand, he finally decided to ask:

“Where did you get that from? I did not see it in your hand.”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

“From the sleeve. You saw it,” he said. Removing a hairpin from his hair, he placed it into his sleeve and looked at Kofi, returning to the task the dialogue had interrupted. “You have likely forgotten what we can use them for.”

Having tied the belt, he began to smooth the folds of the clothing; the attire had to sit perfectly.

Kofi

His eyes rounded as he watched the hands in an attempt to find the pin. He snatched the other's hands, turned them over, and returned to his study of the sleeve.

“What do you mean, forgotten? I never knew,” he chuckled, continuing his investigation without a care for whether he was in the way or not. “What sort of sorcery is this? Where did the pin go?”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

Sheng frowned. It seemed this strange ailment had struck not only the outside but the inside as well. He could not have forgotten such a thing. Every inhabitant of Shanlu knew of this hidden pocket from their earliest years.

“Kofi, the pin has gone nowhere. It lies safely within the boundless sleeve.” To confirm his words, he withdrew the ornament and returned it to its place. “You may put anything you wish in there, and at the necessary moment, it will always be at your hand. It is like a private storehouse that is always with you. Do you understand?”

Kofi

Listening, he nodded in agreement, but immediately realized that, in truth, he understood nothing at all. Opening the pocket in his own sleeve, he took a knife from the table and placed it inside. He then reached in, felt it there, and drew it out. He checked the sleeve again, but the pocket was empty. Marveling at how it all worked, he appreciated the convenience. To the touch, it felt small—the bottom was easily felt—and theoretically, the knife should not have fit entirely, yet the fact remained. After playing with it a few times, he turned to the Master:

“Anything at all?”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

“Anything at all. I do not understand how you could have forgotten this. It is an essential attribute of every sorcerer’s attire.” Again, he looked intently into those eyes, which remained as pale as before. It was encouraging, but only slightly so. With a sigh, he finally asked, “Do you remember anything at all about yourself?”

Kofi

Occupied with the sleeve, he had utterly forgotten the game he had intended to play. Stuffing the jar of wine the Master had previously offered into the pocket, he answered without thinking:

“Master, I remember everything perfectly well. But where I come from, no one wears such things, and there are no such sleeves. Both mortals and sorcerers walk in comfortable clothing.” Having stowed the wine, he looked at the youth with admiration and continued, holding open the seemingly empty pocket. “Though, truly, this is incredibly convenient.”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

Suppressing his initial urge to protest, he decided to question him further. He knew, of course, that other lands existed, but he had never come across any records of them. Nor had any of the sorcerers he knew ever spoken of visiting other places.

“Tell me of the place you are from.”

Kofi

Kofi smiled upon hearing the words. The planned game had failed; distracted by the sleeve, he had answered the question truthfully.

“It is very hot there. But do not think, like the sword does, that I have been charred. I was born this way, and my parents were the same. I saw a white sorcerer for the first time only while I was within the xiao. Back then, our lands were attacked; my Master died, and a white sorcerer took me in. I was surprised, but I understood his speech, and we came to an agreement regarding my service. I was with him for a long time, but as he lay dying, he gave me to you—and you never once summoned me. Had you done so, you would have known my form and would not be so surprised now.” He spread his hands with a smile. “I would have told you at once, but your reaction was such that I decided to play along. You and Shin Su are so amusing.”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

He looked at the youth with doubt. Of course, in different regions, anything was possible, yet... the palms were still white. Though, perhaps in time, they too would change color, like the rest of him.

“Let us assume it is all as you say. But for now, come. Or does the food no longer concern you?” With the faint trace of a smirk, he repeated his question. “Tell me of that song you sang.”

Kofi

Following the Master, he fell into thought. Was it truly possible the man doubted that his own artifact was a foreigner? Well, no matter; for now, eating was indeed more important.

“Master, it is a common lullaby; everyone simply sleeps like infants. But they shall wake soon. The duration of the effect depends on one’s personal power—though only after I cease my singing,” he said, rubbing his hands together as he sat by the kettle. “It smells delicious.”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

Casting a look at the food, he glanced around the camp.

“Is that so. Begin your meal then.” Finding what he sought, he picked up one of the empty bowls and began to strike it with a ladle.

“Rise, you slackers!”

Suppressing a smile, he assumed a formidable expression. With satisfaction, he watched as the adepts scrambled up with bewildered looks, his eyes searching for the sword.

“Everyone, breakfast quickly—then we take to the road!”

Shin Su

Waking to such a loud clamor was far from pleasant; moreover, he had the distinct feeling that not only he, but everyone else had been asleep. Shin Su quickly made himself presentable and, like a guilty hound, sat beside the Master, trying to grasp the exact moment he had drifted off. His ruminations were interrupted by a bowl giving off a pungent scent, but the taste proved even worse. Spitting it out and draining a jar of water in an attempt to wash it down, he saw the adepts, like children, rush to taste whatever abominable thing had been prepared today.

No one managed to finish their meal. The consensus was that the strange drowsiness and the prolonged cooking had turned the food into molten fire. It seemed only the xiao paid no heed to the revolting taste. Clearly, his internal fire was so great that he did not even notice such things.

With a sorrowful look at Kofi, Shin Su helped the adepts gather the provisions and began to gear the horses.

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

Spitting out the wretched swill, he headed for his horse, washing away the foul taste with a good swallow of wine along the way. When everyone was nearly ready, his gaze caught an unusual sight. For some reason, Kofi was shoving the head of his stallion into his sleeve. That would have been one thing, but then he moved to the rear. Having already taken a first step toward the pair, Sheng stopped and watched for a moment as the xiao attempted to stuff the horse’s backside into the sleeve.

“What are you doing?” he asked, approaching and placing a hand on the other's shoulder to draw his attention.

Kofi

The Master had distracted him at the most inopportune moment; it felt as though just a little more effort and the deed would have been done. Letting out a heavy sigh, he dropped his hand and looked at the youth.

“What do you mean, 'what'? I want to hide the horse in my sleeve. I am not tired. While I walk, she will be able to rest some more.” Looking around, he asked, “Am I doing something wrong? She refuses to go in headfirst.”

Shoe Sheng Lang (Bai Hu)

He let out a heavy sigh and shook his head, foreseeing the difficulties to come.

“You cannot put a horse in a sleeve. Honestly, how did such a thought even enter your head? Besides, we do not intend to travel at a walking pace. So, stop tormenting the animal and see to your preparations for the road.” He cast a dissatisfied glance at the sky. “We have lingered here far too long as it is.”

Kofi

It seemed the Master did not intend to clarify why one could not put a horse in a sleeve. Well, no matter. Leaving the question for later, the youth continued his preparations. For some reason, no one had liked the porridge, which was quite surprising. In his time, everyone who had managed to taste Kofi's food had eaten it with pleasure. Shrugging at the thought, he decided that this mystery, too, would have to wait. There was simply too much to learn and discover right now.

He cursed three times in his mind before he managed to mount his horse in those inconvenient clothes. Having become entangled in the hem several times, he finally got the better of the heavy fabric. Soon, the entire detachment set off, stretching out hesitantly along the road.
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CHAPTER 3. EVERYTHING IS ALL RIGHT. DARK TIDE CITADEL. ORDER OF BAILING HU


[image: ]


Hu Dao Ming (Li Shing)

Since the very break of dawn, Dao Ming had been sorting through papers, which had accumulated in great number over the recent days. A search party report drew his thoughts toward the latest events and reminded him of his fiancée. Propriety demanded that he visit the maiden. Setting the rest aside for later, he brought out a small chest and, sifting through the contents, he let them trickle through his fingers. After idly rummaging through the jewelry, he fished out a broad bracelet. A scattering of pale blue stones, shimmering like stars upon the golden lace of an intricate pattern, caught his eye. With a satisfied grunt, the man snapped the lid shut.

His future wife’s room was located in another wing of the building. Without lingering, he made his way through the corridors, his gaze coming to rest upon a group of adepts. Suppressing a smile born of the memory of a night spent together, he looked coldly into the green eyes and said as he passed:

“Mu Cheng, see me with your report before midday.”

Having reached the desired door, he knocked and, without waiting for an invitation, entered the room.

“Greetings to Lady Su.”

Su Chun Sheng (Li Hua)

She had intended to visit her weapon since morning but had lost all track of time; by the time she finally prepared herself and gathered her courage—for meeting a weapon come to life was not the same as meeting a spirit—there came a knock, and a guest followed. Smiling, the maiden bowed.

“Greetings, Lord. How have I earned the happiness of beholding your luminous countenance?”

Hu Dao Ming (Li Shing)

“Did the young lady not expect my visit?” With a slight smile, he approached and took her hand. The small palm, resting trustingly in his, appeared like that of a child. Dao Ming carefully slipped the chosen bracelet onto the slender wrist. “Chun Sheng, preparations for our wedding are already underway. Perhaps you have some specific wishes?”

Su Chun Sheng (Li Hua)

Unaccustomed to touch, she had not expected any further action, but her eyes involuntarily rounded when she saw the jewelry. She answered with a smile, admiring its beauty.

“You have shown me firsthand that not all surprises are unpleasant.” Reflecting on his question, she could not think of a single wish and hurried to say as much. “I have no specific wishes; it is but a ceremony for others. To me, you are already my husband, so let everything be as you decide. I am certain you will handle it all perfectly.”

Hu Dao Ming (Li Shing)

Raising his fiancée’s face by the chin, he looked at her with interest. It seemed the eldest Su daughter, unlike the younger one, had received a proper upbringing. This was heartening; moreover, she was quite pleasant to look upon. Indeed, to be honest, she was beautiful. Gently stroking her cheekbone with his fingers, he released her.

“Truly? Well then, tomorrow I shall send the tailors to you so they may begin sewing the wedding attire. There is no sense in delaying the ceremony for long. Should you need anything, let me know. We shall meet at midday.”

Quite satisfied with the meeting, Head Hu left the room.

Su Chun Sheng (Li Hua)

After the man had departed, the maiden lingered, captivated by the ornament, musing on Dao Ming. Truthfully, few possessed such warm hands. Even Uncle Bi Yu could not boast of such warmth. Pressing her palm to her cheek, she rejoiced in the meeting—one of many that would soon become a matter of course. She felt a flicker of indignation as she recalled Yu Lan’s words about the youths of the Feng Order. Silly girl; how could they possibly have such warm hands?

She thought briefly of her sister and where she might have gone. Did Jiao truly not understand the pain she had caused their mother, or how she had disgraced herself before the other sorcerers?

Scoffing, she gathered her thoughts and made her way to the neighboring room where the sword had been housed. Knocking modestly, she pushed the door open slightly.

“Jian Ping, are you here? It is Chun Sheng. May I speak with you?”

Jian Ping

The girl sat in the armchair, her eyes closed in weariness. She was still unable to recover from the shock. Her mind could not reconcile the fact that she was now a man and had to behave accordingly. The body felt awkward. And the face... it was too coarse. To say nothing of everything else.

A gentle voice drew her from her thoughts. Opening her eyes, Jian Ping involuntarily looked at her hands and hurried to turn her gaze away. It would be difficult to grow accustomed to this. Every fiber of her being rebelled against this new reality, yet she was in a body once more, and that was worth a great deal.

“Of course, Master. I am happy...” she sighed, “...happy to see you.”

Su Chun Sheng (Li Hua)

Receiving the answer, she quickly entered the room and closed the door behind her. Approaching the youth from behind, she placed a hand on his shoulder.

“How are you feeling? How is your wound? Does it pain you? Is there anything I can do to help?”

Jian Ping

The young sorceress was offering help, but could one truly help in this? Who could understand the feelings of a girl who, by a twist of fate, found herself in a man’s body?

Once, she had been just as young. For many decades, she had led detachments and earned fame as a harsh and decisive sorceress. She would not allow herself to show weakness now.

“I thank you, Master. The wound hardly troubles me anymore.”

Su Chun Sheng (Li Hua)

She took him at his word, for why would her own sword lie? She quickly poured some hot tea and handed it to him. Sitting down nearby, she began to study him.

“You are quite handsome.” The thought that such a suggestion might be unwelcome made her swallow her remaining words, and she decided to change the subject. “Can you tell me how you feel? It must be difficult to grow accustomed to a body again. I saw you in a female form—I imagine that was from your past life in Shanlu. Is it hard for you to be a man now?”

Jian Ping

The persistence with which Su Chun Sheng questioned him was irritating. He needed to sort through the chaos of his own thoughts, feelings, and sensations first.

“Master, what use is there in dredging up the past? It no longer matters who I was. I am grateful for the chance to be a sorcerer once more, and as for the body... well, it is strong, and you say it is handsome. So, what have I to complain about? I shall grow accustomed to it.”

The sword spoke with confidence, wishing to put an end to such inquiries. Grow accustomed—if only it were that simple. The dissonance between the external and the internal was enough to drive anyone mad, but not her. She had always been a warrior; she would manage now as well.

“I heard that you are soon to become the wife of Head Hu. You must have a great deal to attend to. Preparing for a wedding is a serious matter. I am ready to help.”

Recalling her own, Jian Ping smiled.

Su Chun Sheng (Li Hua)

The mention of the upcoming wedding immediately made her forget all her questions. With delight, she leaned in closer and refilled his tea. As if she had finally found someone to unburden her soul to, she poured out her heart, talking about how handsome and stately Dao Ming was, how courageous and good.

She boasted of her bracelet and complained that she had absolutely no idea how she could be of help; wishing not to interfere, she said she trusted everything to her future husband. Giving the sword no chance to utter a single word, she only managed to break the flow of her speech as midday approached.

“Oh, you know, if we keep talking, we shall miss lunch, and I must be there. Rest; the servants will bring your food here, and I shall call a healer to look at you. It wouldn't hurt,” she said, pressing a light kiss to his cheek as she rose and headed for the exit. “Don’t be lonely, alright? I shall visit you again.”

Quickly slipping out of the room, she went to her own. She really ought to dress more formally for lunch.

Jian Ping

As she had expected, the Master switched topics with delight. The words came crashing down like an avalanche. Chun Sheng was a very young girl, overflowing with expectations and excitement before such a momentous event. Smiling, Jian Ping listened and nodded, not interfering with the speech. It even helped to distract her from her own bleak thoughts. Only when the flow finally broke and the sorceress ran off to make herself presentable did she lean back once more and close her eyes. She needed to devise a new line of conduct and understand how she was to live from now on.

Hu Dao Ming (Li Shing)

Very little time remained before lunch when Dao Ming returned to his chambers to change his attire. There was a guest in the house, and besides, his fiancée’s mind should not be burdened with even a hint of business.

Opening the door, he found the adept in the room. Ever dutiful, Mu Cheng was already waiting for him.

After a greeting, Head Hu walked to the water barrel and began to undress. He needed to rinse off and change quickly. Removing his upper garments, he gave a wave of his hand.

“Report.”

Prepared to listen, he leaned over the barrel and splashed water over his bare torso. In truth, this was sufficient for a midday wash. Taking a towel, the man walked toward the wardrobe, drying himself as he went.

Xu Mu Cheng (Qian Hong)

Pacing the room with confidence, Qian Hong had been waiting for Head Hu in his chambers well in advance. What he intended to communicate was for no one else to hear.

Blinking, he missed the moment he was supposed to speak and simply froze in place, admiring the sculpted power of his frame. With every movement, the light played across his skin in shifting hues. The sunbeams penetrating the window emphasized the figure, illuminating the droplets of water, and it all looked like magic.

Hu Dao Ming (Li Shing)

Tossing the towel aside, Dao Ming opened the wardrobe door and turned to the young sorcerer, who had yet to utter a single word. Evidently, he had been waiting for him to finish before starting the conversation. With a smile in his eyes, he repeated:

“You may speak; I am listening.”

He selected his clothing and threw it onto the armchair, preparing to dress.

Xu Mu Cheng (Qian Hong)

The voice brought him to his senses, and with no small effort, Mu Cheng forced himself to speak, trying his best not to look at the sorcerer any longer.

“Head Hu, every trail I was able to find led me to Counselor Chu. He, for his part, is acting as though nothing is amiss. However, there is a catch...” He smiled, finally meeting the other's gaze. “He secretly discussed the news of Qin Shi’s departure for the Abode of Snowy Peaks with Counselor Xiao, and they were both pleased by the fact. Unfortunately, I could not discern the reason for their high spirits from their conversation, but it is obvious that not everyone in the Citadel is pure in their intentions toward you and your brother.”

Hu Dao Ming (Li Shing)

Listening, Dao Ming frowned. It was unclear who could be trusted and who could not, or why they would need Qin Shi. He had to act cautiously so as not to spook them. Treason had to be torn out by the root; who knew that better than he? Even a minor mistake in such a matter could prove very costly, as his father’s example had shown. Having made his decision, Head Hu looked into the green eyes.

“Qian Hong, this evening I shall give you letters of invitation for the counselors. Take a small detachment and bring them to the Citadel. When you return, come to me; I will give you further instructions.” Approaching the mirror, he adjusted his hair. Satisfied with what he saw, he turned toward the door. “You may go now.”
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Thanshu Mao Kung (Chang Ming)

Mao awoke in a foul mood. The wound, as if cursed, was in no hurry to heal, though such injuries should not have caused any discomfort at all. Attempting once more to mend it with his power, he cursed. It was as if his light energy had vanished entirely; the pitiful embers that remained were not even enough for even this.

Sitting up in bed, his gaze fell upon his own feet. Two thin, pale feet dangled above the floor. Raising his gaze higher, he froze. Too frail to be a man...

Tossing back the blanket, he let out a breath. His manhood, no larger than a woman’s palm, sat between his legs. Touching it, he calmed himself somewhat. To the sight and to the touch, it seemed perfectly healthy—it simply required that he relieve himself. For that purpose, he climbed down from the high bed.

A new shock awaited him in the mirror's reflection. Running quickly toward it, the youth felt himself all over in horror, never ceasing to curse Liu Yang in his mind—the name he remembered well. It was a mockery. Not only was the body androgynous, but the face was the same.

Having relieved himself, he approached the prepared clothing and smiled. A neatly folded maroon hanfu awaited him.

Once dressed, he looked at himself again. Horrible! An immortal sorcerer, a hero of legends—according to Liu Yang’s words. The one who had fashioned countless spells and given hope for victory over the dragons now had the slight stature and the frame of a mere boy.

Leaving his chamber, Mao set off to find the man whose name he had memorized. It took some effort, but after a time, he stood before the desired door. After a moment's thought, he knocked.

Liu Yang

A pile of papers and scrolls lay upon the table; the demon was carefully scanning the texts, his brow furrowed in displeasure. Nowhere was there even the slightest mention of what he so desperately sought to find. Of course, there were interesting facts, which his sharp memory set aside for later.

A knock at the door drew him from his task. Who else could that be? Yang frowned, but remembering that it could be anyone, he turned toward the door.

“Enter.”

Thanshu Mao Kung (Chang Ming)

Having received the invitation, he entered with a look of deep displeasure.

“So, this is the respect and honor you spoke of in the Fortress of the Damned Souls?” He gestured toward himself. “Tell me, did you think I would be glad to receive such a pathetic body—one with no more magical power than a dog?”

Liu Yang

He smiled broadly. Here was the very person who could help find a solution, and he had come of his own accord. With an inviting gesture, he pointed toward a vacant armchair.

“I am glad to see you in good health. Sit; it will be more comfortable to speak this way.”

Thanshu Mao Kung (Chang Ming)

The youth frowned; the other man acted as if he had heard nothing at all. Snorting, he asked once more:

“Either you are deaf, or you are pretending to be. I asked you about your conscience. Did you make any use of it when you resurrected me? How did it enter your head that I could be pleased to find myself in such a wretched thing? I am an immortal sorcerer. Do you even know what that means? Did you even understand a word of what you were saying in the Fortress?”

From his agitation, his voice rose of its own accord, and the wound made itself known. A sharp pain forced him to clutch at it, and warm moisture immediately began to seep between his fingers. Looking down, he turned his gaze back to his companion.

“Where is your mother, and how did she raise you? What low-born savage sired you? How dare you disturb the balance of the world and so defile the slumber of the dead?”

Liu Yang

In an instant, he was at the youth's side, clamping his hand over the wound. He cursed the incompetent healers in his mind—who still had not managed to close it—and his own limited knowledge of the healing arts. Sending a flow of energy to mend the flesh, he stopped the bleeding. Had he been a healer, such a surge would have sufficed to fully mend a dozen such wounds, but Yang was not skilled in that craft.

“You are far too agitated over trifles,” he muttered under his breath, his tone dissatisfied.

Thanshu Mao Kung (Chang Ming)

He had intended to push the other away but stopped, watching his actions. It was clear that the youth was not skilled in healing, yet he was trying, for which he could not go unpraised. Unfortunately, far too deeply insulted by the body he had received upon resurrection, Mao was in no state, nor had he the inclination, to bestow his gratitude.

Wiping his hand on the hem of his hanfu, he narrowed his eyes.

“Liu Yang, I have no need of advice. I require answers to my questions. Who are your parents? How has Shanlu sunk to such ignorance?”

Zui He

Zui He, once again playing with his sense of hearing, caught an interesting conversation. More precisely, it was the tone that had drawn him, but the words... Oh...

The demon poured tea from the boiling kettle into a bowl, added cold water, and returned the vessel to the fire.

Settling into an armchair, he began to swirl the drink in his hands, mentally offering a quiet apology—not wishing for the recipient to actually hear it: “Brother Yang, forgive Zui He for this blunder. How was I to know that the library did not value beauty? Zui He is not to blame; it is you, Brother Yang, who failed to specify what kind of body you required.” Brushing something invisible off himself, he took a sip from the bowl and continued aloud:

“Brother Yang, it is your library; you deal with it. And do not bother Zui He for the time being. I am no bone to have dogs set upon me.”

Liu Yang

Following the other’s actions, he produced a white handkerchief trimmed with exquisite lace and wiped his hand. With a faint smile at the corner of his lips, he tucked it into his sleeve.

“What difference does it make who my parents were? They are long gone. As for the body,” Yang looked intently at Mao Kung and, recalling Zui He’s words, nearly burst into laughter, “it is quite beautiful.”

Taking a deep breath, he spared a silent, unkind word for the latter.

“You have been an immortal once before; who is to stop you from achieving it again? Especially since your knowledge remains with you. Is that not so?”

Thanshu Mao Kung (Chang Ming)

Mao would not have wished such beauty upon himself. He suppressed his irritation. Still, he could not deny that his own eye would have lingered on such a person. The rest was also true. His knowledge was intact, undamaged, and that was a relief. But to cultivate a body from scratch once more...

There was no other way. Much work lay ahead. Since such a chance had been granted and his memory remained, he had to find Hu Shi Tian. Taking a heavy breath of the cool air, he remembered where to search and immediately looked at his companion.

“Demons. How long have they been in Shanlu, and how many are there? Where do they live?”

Liu Yang

Studying the sorcerer with curiosity, he sighed. It seemed the man did not realize whom he was addressing, though it was almost amusing.

“You see, you have your questions, and I have mine. So why do we remain at the threshold? Let us continue our conversation over tea. Besides, I do not think you should be on your feet for too long just now. I must tell you, healing is not among my strengths.”

Pointing to the armchair again, he made his way to the small table where the tea set stood.

Thanshu Mao Kung (Chang Ming)

Wishing to receive answers to at least some of his questions—especially since the youth clearly knew a thing or two—Mao took a heavy breath. It was indeed difficult to stand. The body was still far from normal. Moving deeper into the room, he sat in the offered seat and smiled at his own thoughts.

They certainly would not poison him here; it would be foolish to fear eating or drinking. Settling in more comfortably, he looked up expectantly.

Liu Yang

Pouring the tea, he grabbed a small plate of pastries that had recently been sent from the kitchen and set them before the sorcerer. Quite pleased with himself, he settled into his armchair.

“Why do you seek demons? It seems to me they are not the best company for you right now—at least, not in your current state. This body truly is too weak... for now, and it requires healing. But your wisdom remains with you, and there is something I wished to ask. You explained how one might bind a soul to a body by renewing the Contract with a Master; how can one free an enslaved soul while still keeping it within its body?”

Thanshu Mao Kung (Chang Ming)

The self-assured youth had no desire to answer his questions. Well then... a game it shall be. His gaze caught on the other’s nails. Was the sorcerer likening himself to demons, or simply showing off? The former was distressing; the latter merely a folly of youth. In any case, it was not what interested him now. Mao took a sip of the offered drink, took a treat, and smiled.

“I see you are clever, cunning, and persistent. But I am not as simple-minded as you might wish. I have the answer to your question, but you cannot have it without answering mine.” He took a bite of the pastry and continued, unconcerned that his mouth was full. “Why I seek demons is no concern of yours. These are the questions that will open the path to your own answers. So: how many demons are in Shanlu, how long have they been here, and where do they dwell? I believe these answers are a fair price for your own question.”

Liu Yang

Leaning back against the headrest, he swept his gaze over his guest.

“An answer for an answer—that is fair. Are you proposing a deal?”

Thanshu Mao Kung (Chang Ming)

“Yes—until either the questions run out, or one of us refuses to answer.” Mao swirled his tea and finished the treat. “Moreover, the questions must be of equal weight. One cannot ask, for instance, how to slay a dragon in exchange for an answer on how to heal a wound. Do you agree?”

Liu Yang 

He approached and refilled his guest’s bowl. It had to be admitted that the tales of Founder Thanshu’s intellect clearly held merit. Returning to his seat, he continued the conversation. “Allow me to suggest that the purpose of your questions is a desire to meet a demon in person. Am I correct?”

Thanshu Mao Kung (Chang Ming) 

The sorcerer smiled and accepted the drink with pleasure; taking another treat, he twirled it in his hand. “Yes, but there is only one specific demon I wish to meet. And you dwell in the Dark Tide Citadel, clearly having some connection to the Order of Bailing Hu. Clarify for me exactly what it is.”

Liu Yang 

A difficult question, but a deal was a deal. “I am a member of the Order of Bailing Hu, but not of the Clan. You wish to meet a demon living in the Citadel? That I can help with. So, what of my question?”

Thanshu Mao Kung (Chang Ming) 

He tilted his head slightly to the side. “Youth, you have not quite answered my question. I specified that you live in the Dark Tide Citadel. You have forgotten, perhaps, that I was once a Head of an Order myself, and I know that mere adepts do not live in Clan residences. Thus, you shall have to answer me.” He continued, “And you have asked two questions. I shall answer the first, and you will then complete your answer and address my second question. I do not seek a meeting with demons, and I would not advise it for you. Tell me, which Clans inhabit Shanlu now?”

Liu Yang 

He chuckled; the advice sounded amusing. “I never said I was a mere adept. I cannot say I had a strong desire to join the Order of Bailing Hu, but I could not refuse a friend. I believe the answer is now complete. As for the second question: currently, the great Clans are Bailing Hu, Yuzhen Thanshu, Fengling Gong, Shuiyan Shoe, Baishan Feng, and Shanzhou Su. Your turn.”

Thanshu Mao Kung (Chang Ming) 

With a pensive air, Mao savored the drink. For some reason, he felt as if he had not tasted tea for centuries and had managed to miss even the simplest of pastries. Perhaps nonexistence was not so absolute after all? Nothing in this world happens without cause.

So, the Guangdong Heng Clan was gone. That was good; at least one scourge had been defeated through collective effort. He grew curious about the rest. How had the war ended, and who among those then living had survived? Was anyone still alive now? All of this was yet to be discovered. For now, he had to ask the most vital questions.

“The simplest way to free a soul without damaging it is to melt the weapon with dragon flame.”

He smirked at his own thoughts. It occurred to him just then that dragons might also be able to release one from their obligation to Kyoriath. He had to find them and try to learn if they could help.

“With their flame, they can burn away far more than that,” he added.

Liu Yang 

A sense arose that Mao Kung was attempting to evade the answer. The youth looked intently at the sorcerer and sighed. It did not seem as though the being was being slippery. Indeed, how could the Founder of Thanshu know what had transpired after his death?

“Perhaps that way was once the simplest, but it is impossible now. You do not know, but during the war, all the dragons perished, along with their flame. A different way is needed, even if, in your view, it is a more difficult one.”

Thanshu Mao Kung (Chang Ming) 

His eyes widened of their own accord, and Mao could not suppress his vexation. No sooner had he found a possibility to return his friend to himself than it vanished along with the stripling’s words. He ought to have been glad that the dragons were defeated. It meant the Guangdong Heng Clan had perished alongside their terrifying beasts. But right now, this was not the best of news.

Struggling to maintain his composure, he rose unsteadily from his seat. Though the wound was no longer bleeding, it still threatened to tear open. He began to pace the room just as unsteadily, giving no thought to the fact that he was a guest. The hope that had come so unexpectedly had evaporated just as swiftly.

Glancing with displeasure at the youth, he did not hurry to share his methods. For some reason, it seemed to him that this adept of the Order of Bailing Hu might use them for something other than the good of the Celestial World. Looking him over once more, he placed a hand upon his abdomen.

“I think we should end our game here. In truth, I still feel unwell, and you surely wish to receive considered answers that will actually help you. Is that not so?” Stopping beside the other, he waited for a reply.

Liu Yang 

He swept his gaze over the frail figure. The sorcerer truly did not look well. He deserved the kind of care one might accord to the crumbling manuscripts in the Fortress of the Damned Souls. For some reason, lately, the sources of ancient knowledge all seemed to be far too fragile. With a smile, he rose. “I shall escort you and send for the healers. We will have more than enough time to speak again. Shall I have dinner sent to you, or will you come down to the hall?”

Thanshu Mao Kung (Chang Ming) 

Accepting the assistance, he reached his chamber, choosing to dine alone. The body was still far too weak, and it was too early yet to seek the answers he required. He lay upon the bed to let the wound rest. He needed time and strength. He had to consider everything and decide what to do with this "gift of fate"—this wretched little frame that had to be brought into a worthy state.

There was no point in returning home. Not unless he wished to become a laughingstock for his descendants, and for the rest of Shanlu besides. Despite having a body once more, his time had long since passed. Now, he had to find his place in this world. Moreover, he had to find a way to release Shi Tian from his debt and obligations to Kyoriath. There was so much to do, but it was all possible—the key was not to squander this chance. With that thought, without waiting for his meal, Mao drifted into sleep.

Yu Long 

Glancing into the mirror, Yu Long smiled. His hair had become snow-white again, just as it had been before, and his appearance was now almost identical to his old self. The familiar features reminded him of home. A barely perceptible shadow flickered across his face. The memories crashing down upon the demon birthed
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