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Chapter 56 - A magpie in a rainy night
[image: ]


The dawn broke over the plain with a reluctant sun, its watery light filtering through the rain-soaked air. 
In the heart of the northern tribes' camp, nestled against the towering mountain range, a tent stood out amidst the sea of simple dwellings. It was larger, more ornate, and the owl feathers adorning its entrance fluttered gently in the wind, a stark contrast to the somber atmosphere that hung heavy within. Inside, Yesuntei paced back and forth, her short, dark hair, with its two stray locks, whipping about her owlish face like a pair of miniature feathers.

Her robes adorned with owl's feathers rustled softly with each step. Kopek stood by the tent's entrance, his arms crossed over his chest, his eyes focused on the ground. The air was thick with tension, the remaining rain pelting against the tent's roof like a thousand tiny drums.
"I can't believe you actually want to go through with this," Yesuntei growled, her eyes flashing with a mix of anger and worry. "This is a terrible idea."
Kopek didn't so much as flinch at Yesuntei's words. He was used to her disapproval, her constant attempts to dissuade him from his path. But he knew his mind, and he had made his decision. He looked up at her, his mustache twitching as if he were trying to suppress a smirk. "You know I can't just sit here and do nothing, Yesuntei. Not after what they did to Sorocan. I don't know if she'll make it through the day, let alone see another battle," he said, his voice filled with a mix of sorrow and resolve. "But I do know that if we don't strike back, if we don't show them that we're not weak, then what's the point in any of this?"
Yesuntei halted her pacing, her eyes meeting Kopek's. She sighed, her shoulders slumping as she ran a hand through her hair. "I know," she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. "But I can't help but feel like this is a mistake. I don't know if it's the right thing to do." She looked out at the rain-drenched plain, her eyes filled with worry and doubt. "And I'm afraid that this is going to drive an even bigger wedge between us."
Kopek's expression softened slightly, his mustache twitching as he considered her words. "I know it does, Yesuntei. I know it does. But we've grown apart, haven't we? Ever since..." He looked down at his hands, his voice filled with a mix of sadness and resignation. "I can't help but feel like we're on different paths now, Yesuntei. And I don't want you to drag me down with you."
Yesuntei's eyes widened slightly, her breath catching in her throat. She had known that their relationship had been strained. But hearing Kopek admit it out loud made it suddenly, painfully real. She felt a lump form in her throat, her eyes welling up with unshed tears.
"Kopek," she whispered, her voice cracking with emotion. "Please, don't do this. For me."
His expression hardened, his mustache twitching with resolve. "I'm sorry, Yesuntei, but I can't. I've given my word as the leader of the Magpie tribe. I'll have my vengeance, or die trying."
Yesuntei's eyes widened in shock, her breath hitching in her throat. She had hoped, even if just a little, that he would listen to her, that he would see reason. But the look in his eyes, the unyielding set of his jaw, told her that she had been wrong. He was determined, and nothing she said would change his mind. Yesuntei felt like maybe, just maybe, when they were still close, she could have stopped him. But it was too late now. She had to accept that. She could feel her facade starting to crumble, like a sandcastle washed away by the tide. But she refocused herself, steeling her expression, and reminding herself of who she was. Who she needed to be. She was Yesuntei, the leader of the Northern Tribes, and she would not show weakness anymore. Not now. 
"Alright, Kopek," she said, her voice firm and resolved. "If this is what you want, then I will support you. But I want you to know that I don't agree with this. I think it's a mistake, and I fear for what it will bring." She looked him directly in the eye, her expression unyielding. "But I want something from you, Kopek. I want you to promise me that you will not harm the innocent. That you will not cause unnecessary suffering. Do this for me, please."
Kopek's eyes met hers, a flicker of something softening in his gaze before his expression hardened once more. "Yesuntei, I..." he hesitated, his jaw clenching as if he were wrestling with himself. Then, he let out a sigh, his shoulders slumping slightly. "Alright, Yesuntei. I promise I won't kill any servants or those who have no part in this war. But don't ask me to believe that anyone is innocent." His voice was gruff, his eyes angry and resentful. He looked away from her, his gaze falling on the rain-soaked ground outside. "I've seen too much, Yesuntei. I've seen too much of the world to believe in innocence anymore."
Yesuntei nodded, her expression softening slightly. She knew that Kopek had seen more than his fair share of darkness, that he had been hardened by the wars and the betrayals. But she couldn't help but hope that there was still a spark of kindness left in him, that he would remember what it was like to believe in something pure and good. "And Kopek..." Yesuntei said, her voice softening, "Promise me that you'll be careful. That you won't get yourself killed because you're distracted by... shiny things." She paused, her eyes flicking to the collection of trinkets and baubles.
He looked up at her, his mustache twitching as he considered her words. "You don't need to worry about me, Yesuntei. I know what I'm doing." His voice was gruff, his eyes hard. But Yesuntei could see a flicker of vulnerability in his gaze, a hint of the boy she used to know. She reached out, her hand gently resting on his arm. "I know you do, Kopek. But I still care about you, and I don't want anything to happen to you."

Kopek's expression darkened, his mustache twitching as if it were trying to suppress a grimace. "It's too late for that, Yesuntei. I'm going to infiltrate Baohou tonight, and I won't let anything stop me." All traces of softness were gone from Kopek's voice, replaced by a steely resolve that sent a shiver down Yesuntei's spine. "I should go now," he added, turning towards the tent's entrance without a goodbye. His figure was swallowed up by the persistent rain, leaving Yesuntei to stare after him, her heart heavy with a mix of worry and dread. 

She couldn't shake the feeling of unease that had settled in her chest, like a stone she couldn't dislodge. She knew that Kopek was determined, that he was skilled, but she also knew that he could be reckless. And that recklessness could lead him to his end.

——-
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As the night descended, the rain still pounded against the earth, transforming the landscape into a blur of gray and black.
Kopek huddled in the shadows of the camp, the ominous drums of war still echoing in his ears. He had been preparing all day, his body aching and his mind focused on a single goal: infiltrating the fortress of Baohou. He knew Yesuntei didn't approve, but he couldn't stand by and do nothing. 
He double-checked his weapons, the two daggers strapped to his back, their blades glinting in the faint light of the campfire. He had chosen them for their silence, their ability to slip in and out of the shadows unnoticed.
His gear was minimal, his clothes dark and close-fitting, his boots worn and silent. He had studied the fortress extensively, learning its layout, its weaknesses, and its strengths. He knew the path he would take, the guards he would avoid.
As the night deepened, Kopek slipped away from the camp, his movements fluid and practiced. He moved like a shadow, barely visible in the darkness, his eyes scanning the terrain like a hunter tracking its prey. He knew the rain would help him, the downpour reducing visibility and muffling sound. It would be his ally, his friend in the night.
He crept along the edge of the plain, the rain beating down on his head like a relentless drum, his senses heightened by the storm. He could hear the thunder rumbling in the distance, feel the ground trembling beneath his feet. But he didn't mind the chaos; in fact, it fueled him, made him feel alive.
As he approached the fortress of Baohou, he could see the sentries pacing along the walls, their eyes scanning the darkness. He knew their routines, their patterns, their weaknesses. 
He waited patiently, his breaths slow and steady, his heartbeat steady and controlled. He didn't rush, didn't panic. Killing a sentry would only heighten the fortress's alertness, and that was the last thing he wanted. Instead, he took his time, observing their movements, their routines. He knew that patience was key in this game of shadows and silence. He had to be smart, had to make his move at the right moment. As he watched, he began to piece together a plan, a way to slip past them unnoticed.

He spotted a gap in their patrol, a brief moment when the fortress's back wall was left unguarded. It was his opportunity, and he would take it. He moved quickly but silently, his feet barely touching the ground as he darted across the open space. He knew that any noise, any moment of hesitation, could spell his doom. But he was confident in his skills, in his ability to disappear into the night.
He reached the wall, his fingers finding the handholds he had memorized, his legs pushing against the wet stone as he climbed. The rain made the surface slick, but he had accounted for that, his grip secure and sure. He reached the top of the wall, his heart pounding in his chest, his breath coming in ragged gasps. He froze, listening, his eyes scanning the darkness. There was no shout of alarm, no sudden rush of footsteps. He was inside. He let out a slow breath, his heart rate gradually slowing as he scanned the fortress, his gaze falling on a small window.

It was the perfect entry point, barely noticeable, a chink in the fortress's armor. As he swung his leg over the window sill, he felt a thrill of anticipation. This was it. This was his chance to make a name for himself, to show the world that he was a force to be reckoned with. But as he turned to face the room, he hesitated, his mind racing. Which king should he target first? The leader of Yon-Ron or Yeigh? Kopek pondered, his mind racing like a whirlwind. He had studied the fortress extensively, and he knew where each of the leaders slept. He could easily slip in, unnoticed, and strike with the swiftness of a serpent. 
He considered the strategic implications of each choice, his gaze flicking between the two options in his mind's eye. 
Each leader had their own strengths and weaknesses, their own allies and enemies. But Kopek knew that the leader of Xisa was a wildcard, unpredictable and volatile. He would keep him for last. Instead, he turned his attention to the king of Yon-Ron. He had heard whispers of his weakness, his penchant for indulging in pleasure rather than war. Kopek knew that striking him first would send a clear message, a warning to the others that no one was safe. He could see the room in his mind's eye, the lavish decor, the soft glow of the oil lamps. He could almost hear the king's laughter, his voice echoing through the chamber as he reveled in his pleasures. It was the perfect target, a symbol of the decadence Kopek despised.

As he made his way through the fortress, his heart pounded with a mixture of excitement and determination. He was close now, closer than he had ever been.
The door to the king's chamber was slightly ajar, a soft glow of light seeping out into the hallway. Kopek could hear the faint sound of laughter, the clinking of glasses, the soft murmurs of voices engaged in conversation. It was just as he had imagined. He shifted his weight, his fingers tightening around the hilts of his daggers. He was ready.
But as he peered into the room, he stopped cold. What he saw was not what he had expected. The room was lavish, yes, filled with silk and velvet and expensive trinkets. But the king was not there. Instead, Kopek's gaze landed on two girls, their laughter climbing the walls like vines. They were identical, save for the slight differences in their playful expressions, as if they were in a competition to see who could giggle the hardest. One sat on the edge of a massive bed, her orange-red hair coiled atop her head like two small buns, while the other perched on a plush chair, her similarly hued hair cascading down her back in loose waves. They were spinning a top, their hands nimbly guiding the spinning toy as it danced across the floor.
Kopek felt a jolt of confusion, his plan momentarily thrown off-kilter. Who were these girls, and where was the king?

Kopek's mind raced, his eyes scanning the room warily. He wasn't expecting this, hadn't accounted for the presence of these two playful figures. 

But the king had a reputation, didn't he? Kopek's eyes narrowed as he took in the scene before him, a smirk tugging at the corners of his mouth. He believed the king had a way with the girls, and these two were waiting for him, eagerly. He should hurry up and join them, then. He crossed the room, his boots silent on the plush carpet, his eyes never leaving the girls. They didn't seem to notice him, their attention fully on the spinning top, their laughter echoing through the chamber. As he neared them, he could see the fine details of their clothes, the intricate embroidery on their sleeves, the delicate silk flowers adorning their hair. He could smell their perfume, sweet and cloying, a sharp contrast to the fortress's musty air.

He quickly scanned the room, his eyes landing on a large, ornate screen standing in the corner. It was the perfect hiding spot, a place to wait, to watch, to strike. He darted behind it, his heart pounding with anticipation. The girls played on, oblivious to his presence, their laughter filling the air like a symphony of innocence. He couldn't help but feel a pang of unease as he watched them. They were just children, playing with their toys, lost in their own little world.

Kopek could already picture it: the king would enter the room, his eyes gleaming with desire, his body radiating a predatory hunger. He would approach the girls slowly, his hands reaching out to touch their hair, their faces, their bodies. They would giggle, their eyes wide and innocent, their laughter echoing through the chamber. It was the perfect opportunity, the perfect moment to strike. Kopek imagined the king turning away from the girls, distracted by his own lustful thoughts. He would be vulnerable, his guard down, his back turned. It was the perfect opening, the perfect chance for Kopek to make his move. He could see himself, his daggers flashing in the dim light of the room, his body moving with swiftness and precision. He would strike from the shadows, his weapons finding their mark with deadly accuracy. The king would fall with a muffled cry, his body crumpling to the floor like a rag doll. The girls would scream, their laughter turning to terror as they realized what had happened. They would run, their feet flying over the carpet, their hands clutching at the air as if they could grasp the very essence of safety. 
But for now, he waited. He leaned against the screen, his eyes never leaving the door, his body tense and ready.
———-
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The girls played on, their laughter like a sweet melody, but the king hadn't arrived. Kopek's brow furrowed as he watched them, his confusion growing. Where was he? He had expected the king to be ready to play his part in this twisted little game. But the room remained empty, save for the two girls and their spinning top.
Kopek's eyes narrowed as he considered his options. He couldn't stay here forever, waiting for a king who might never come. 
Just as his patience began to wear thin, he heard footsteps approaching. His hand instinctively went to his dagger, his body tensing as he prepared to strike. But the figure that entered the room was not the king. Instead, it was a servant, bearing a tray of tea and a small platter of sweets. The girls looked up, their laughter subsiding for a moment as they greeted the servant warmly. 

Kopek strained his ears, but he couldn't make out their words. The servant's voice was a low murmur, barely audible over the soft hum of the room. Kopek's brow furrowed in frustration. He needed to hear what they were saying, needed to understand what was going on. He inched closer to the screen, his eyes never leaving the servant as she placed the tray on a small table near the bed. The girls thanked her, their voices filled with a sweet, childlike innocence that made Kopek's stomach churn. 

He watched as the servant left the room, her steps silent but swift, her eyes cast down in deference. As the door clicked shut behind her, the girls immediately started chattering excitedly, their hands reaching for the tea and sweets. They poured the steaming liquid into delicate cups, their laughter and chatter filling the air like a symphony of joy. Kopek watched them from his hiding place, his eyes narrowing as he took in their youthful exuberance. 
He couldn't help but feel a pang of unease as he watched them, their laughter and playfulness a stark contrast to the violence and brutality he had witnessed in his own life. But he pushed the feelings aside, his expression hardening as he refocused on his mission.
The girls started to chat happily, their laughter filling the room like a sweet melody. Kopek watched them from his hiding place, his eyes narrowing as he took in their youthful exuberance. They were beautiful, in a way, their smiles contagious and their laughter infectious. But they were also a distraction, a complication he hadn't accounted for.
The girls finished their tea and sweets, their laughter subsiding as they resumed playing with the spinning top. They took turns making it dance across the floor, their giggles filling the room like a delicate symphony. After a while, they tired of the game, their eyes growing heavy with sleep. They chatted softly, their hands reaching for the bed covers as they prepared for bed.
Kopek watched them, his expression unreadable. He had never seen anyone so carefree, so innocent. They were like doves among wolves, blissfully unaware of the danger that surrounded them. Kopek's brow furrowed as he watched them, his confusion and frustration growing. This wasn't how it was supposed to go. He was supposed to kill the king, not two young girls. He could feel his plan unraveling, his carefully laid out scheme falling apart at the seams. He had underestimated his opponent, had not accounted for these two complications. And now, he was trapped, a silent spectator to their innocent play.
The girls slipped into the bed, their eyes fluttering closed as they drifted off to sleep.

As one of them began to snore softly, Kopek felt a growing sense of frustration and confusion. He couldn't believe he had wasted so much time, so much effort, on a wild goose chase. Why had the king not been here? And more importantly, who were these girls, and what were they doing in the king's chamber?
Kopek's mind raced as he tried to make sense of the situation. He had been so sure, so confident, that he would find the king here, that he would have his chance to strike. But now, he realized that he had been wrong. He had underestimated his target, had not accounted for the possibility that the king would not be where he expected him to be. He let out a slow, frustrated breath, his hand clenching around the hilt of one of his dagger.
He needed to regroup, reassess his plan. He couldn't just give up and leave, not after all the effort he had put into this. But he also couldn't just stay here indefinitely, hiding behind a screen. 
Kopek's eyes flicked to the door, his mind racing. He needed to get out of here, needed to find out what was going on. He couldn't just sit around, watching two girls sleep while his target remained elusive. 
As he stood and began to make his way towards the door, his foot caught on something small and round.

As he bent to pick it up, a soft, sleepy voice whispered, "What's going on?" Kopek froze, his heart leaping into his throat as one of the girls stirred. He straightened up slowly, his eyes darting towards the bed. The girl was sitting up now, her orange-red hair cascading down her shoulders, her eyes wide with sleepy confusion. "Who's there?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. Kopek's mind raced, his heart pounding in his chest. He had been so careful, so silent, and yet he had been revealed. He had underestimated these girls, had not considered that they might be light sleepers.

His heart pounded in his chest, his mind racing as he tried to come up with a plan. He couldn't kill them, not with their innocent faces and sweet smiles. But he also couldn't let them raise the alarm, couldn't let them give away his presence. He had to think, had to act quickly.
He took a deep breath, his mind sorting through his options. He couldn't fight his way out of this, not without making a lot of noise and drawing unnecessary attention. So, he did the only thing he could think of: he improvised.
He lowered his voice, trying to sound calm and non-threatening. "I'm sorry to disturb you, miss. I'm a servant of the king. I was looking for him, as he's needed urgently." The girl blinked at him, her eyes adjusting to the dim light. She looked at him curiously, her expression innocent and unguarded. "The king is here," she said, her voice soft and sleepy. "He's sleeping beside me, like always."
Kopek's brow furrowed, his mind racing as he tried to make sense of her words. The king was sleeping here? With these girls? He had so many questions, but he decided to press on. As the girl pointed to the bed, Kopek's eyes scanned the pillows, his confusion growing. He didn't see the king anywhere, and it was clear that these girls weren't the ones he was looking for. "I'm sorry, miss, but I don't see the king. Are you sure he's here?" He kept his voice steady, trying to hide the growing unease within him.

The girl tilted her head, her eyes narrowing slightly as she looked at him. "Who are you again?" she asked, a hint of suspicion creeping into her voice.

"I told you, I'm a servant of the king." Kopek's mind raced, trying to keep his story straight."I'm sorry, miss, I didn't mean to alarm you. I just need to speak with the king urgently. Can you point me to where he is?"

The girl looked at him for a moment, her eyes curious and wary. Then, after what felt like an eternity, she nodded. "Alright, follow me." She swung her legs out of the bed, her bare feet touching the cold stone floor with a soft click. She padded across the room, her nightgown swishing softly behind her, and opened a door that Kopek had not noticed before. "He's in here," she said, beckoning for him to follow.

Kopek hesitated for a moment, his mind racing. He didn't know what to expect, what might be waiting for him beyond that door. But the girl was already moving away, her form disappearing into the darkness beyond.

Kopek had no choice but to follow, his heart pounding in his chest like a drum. He stepped into the room, his eyes struggling to adjust to the darkness. Before he could make out any details, he felt a sudden, searing pain in his side. He stumbled, his vision blurring as he crashed to the floor, the bolt of a crossbow protruding from his body. He gasped for air, his hand clutching at the shaft, his mind racing. He had walked right into a trap. The room was filled with a sudden flurry of movement. Shadows darted across the walls, and Kopek could make out the figures of more than one assailant. He gritted his teeth, his body aching with pain as he tried to push himself up. But his limbs were heavy, his vision swimming, and he knew that he was in no condition to fight. He was outnumbered, outmatched, and outmaneuvered.

As the shadows coalesced into figures, Kopek couldn't help but wonder how the girl had known. She had been so innocent, so trusting, yet she had led him straight into a trap. His vision swam, his breath coming in ragged gasps as he struggled to understand what was happening. The figures surrounded him, their faces hidden in the darkness, their movements swift and sure. They secured him with ropes, their hands efficient and practiced, their eyes cold and calculating.
Kopek looked up at the girl, her form barely visible in the shadows cast by the dim light of the room. She stared down at him, her eyes wide and innocent, her expression unreadable. "How did you know, girl?" he whispered, his voice barely audible, his breaths coming in shallow gasps. 
The girl tilted her head, her eyes narrowing slightly as she examined him. "Because I am not just any girl," she said, her voice soft yet firm. "I am Ai Dàdǎn." She paused, her gaze flicking to the other girl who was now awake and watching them from the bed. "And this is Yang Ruo." The girl from the bed yawned, stretching lazily before sitting up. "A servant should have recognized our king!" 
Kopek spat, his lungs burning as he struggled against the ropes binding him. The room spun around him, his vision blurring as he fought to stay conscious. "What kind of trickery is this?" Kopek growled, his body writhing against the ropes that bound him. His mind was a whirlwind of confusion and disbelief. "You're the king?" he hissed, his eyes darting between the two girls. "The king would never dress as a woman."
Yang Ruo giggled, his eyes sparkling with amusement. "And yet, here I am. The one and only Yang Ruo, the playful king of Yon-Ron," Yang Ruo said, his voice playful and light, a stark contrast to the seriousness of the situation.
Kopek snarled, his body straining against the ropes that held him. "You're a disgrace to your kingdom, dressing like that, playing little games," he spat, his eyes burning with anger.
Yang Ruo's eyes narrowed, and the playfulness in his voice vanished. "I am the king, and I will do as I please. And right now, I please to punish you for your foolish attempt at assassination."
Kopek sneered, but he could feel the fear clawing at his mind. He had been outsmarted, outplayed, by a man in a dress. Of all the ways he had imagined his plan failing, this had never crossed his mind. He couldn't believe it, couldn't fathom how he had been so foolish. The king of Yon-Ron, the man he had come to kill, was dressed as a woman, and Kopek had walked straight into a trap. The laughter of the two girls filled the room, their bright voices a harsh contrast to the pain that gripped Kopek's body. He had been so sure of himself, so confident in his plan. He had scouted the fortress, studied the kings and their habits, and yet he had missed this. He had missed the most obvious thing of all. The king of Yon-Ron had a reputation for his unusual behavior, his love of pleasure and his disregard for convention.
Kopek had heard the whispers, the stories of his eccentricities, but he had never imagined that he would be caught off guard like this. He had underestimated his target, had not accounted for the possibility that the king would be playing a game of disguise and deception. And now, he was paying the price.
"What do you want from me?" Kopek growled, his body aching with pain as he struggled against the ropes that bound him. He knew that there was no use in fighting, that his chances of escape were slim. But he couldn't just give up, couldn't just accept his fate without a fight. He had to know what they wanted, what they planned to do with him. He had to buy time, had to find a way out of this. "You won't get anything from me," he spat, his voice filled with defiance. "I won't give you any information, any confessions. You can torture me, kill me, but you'll get nothing."
Yang Ruo's face darkened, his playfulness replaced by a grim expression. "I wish things were different. I wish we could be friends, enjoy the pleasures of life together. But you've left me no choice." He sighed, a hint of regret coloring his voice. "Take him away."

The guards moved swiftly, their boots echoing in the chamber as they dragged Kopek to his fate. 
"Hurry," Yang Ruo commanded. "The less time he has to suffer, the better."
The guards nodded, their grips on Kopek tightening as they hauled him out of the chamber. The sound of his muffled protests echoed through the hallway, a grim testament to his fate.

Kopek struggled against the guards' grip, his body thrashing and his breaths coming in ragged gasps. But it was no use; the guards were too strong, their hold too firm. Kopek was dragged out of the chamber, his protests muffled by the cloth stuffed in his mouth. The guards dragged him through the dark corridors, their boots echoing ominously in the quiet. Kopek struggled, his heart pounding with terror, his body aching with pain. He knew what was coming, knew that he could not escape his fate.

As they reached the fortress wall, one of the guards pulled out a dagger, its blade glinting coldly in the moonlight. "This is for your trespass," he growled, his voice low and menacing. Before Kopek could react, the guard plunged the dagger into his heart, the blow swift and sure. Kopek's body convulsed, his breath leaving him in a silent gasp. The world began to spin before his eyes, darkness creeping in from the edges.

The guard pulled out his dagger, its blade glinting coldly in the moonlight.

Without a moment's hesitation, the guards grabbed his lifeless body and hoisted him up, their hands gripping his limp limbs. They heaved him over the fortress wall, his body plummeting into the abyss below. The night air rushed past him, a chilling gust that did nothing to revive his still heart. He hit the ground with a thud, his body collapsing in a lifeless heap. The echo of his impact was the only sound in the still night, a grim reminder of his ill-fated journey.
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Chapter 57 - Seashore
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Temulun awoke to the sound of voices, faint and distant, as if from another world. She couldn't make out what they were saying, their words just a jumble of sound. She tried to lift her head, but it felt like a boulder was resting on it. She gave up, her body too weak and exhausted to do anything but lie still."She's awake." A voice cut through the haze, sounding eerily close.Temulun tried to turn her head towards the sound, but her muscles refused to cooperate. She felt a warm hand on her forehead, gentle fingers stroking her hair. "It's alright, you're safe now," the voice said softly.Temulun's eyes fluttered open, and she squinted against the harsh light. Her vision swam, and she couldn't make out much more than vague shapes and figures. She tried to focus, but her head throbbed with pain, and her eyes felt like sandpaper. Her tongue was dry and thick, and her throat ached with every breath. She tried to swallow, but it only made her throat burn more.Temulun tried to speak, but her lips were too dry, and no sound came out. She swallowed again, trying to moisten her throat, and finally managed to croak out, "Water..."A cup was pressed to her lips, and she drank gratefully, the cool water soothing her parched throat.

She drank slowly, letting the liquid coat her mouth and throat before swallowing. As she drank, her vision began to clear, and the figures around her came into focus."You're one tough cookie," a voice chuckled, and Temulun looked up to see a handsome young man with a warm smile. "I'm Feixin, and this is my wife Yúchǔn. You're safe now."

Temulun looked from Feixin to the woman sitting next to him.

She reached out a hand, her fingers delicate and warm as they brushed against Temulun's forehead. "We found you washed up on the shore. You were so cold, and your body was shaking so badly. But you're safe now, I promise." The woman's, Yúchǔn, words were soothing, and Temulun felt her body relax slightly, the tension and fear that had gripped her since she jumped from the ship beginning to ebb away. Yet, her mind was still racing, her thoughts a whirlwind of confusion and uncertainty. She looked at the couple, their faces so different from those she was used to seeing, their clothes and mannerisms alien to her. They were not from one of the tribes, that much was clear. They were inhabitants of the kingdom, with its cities and castles and laws. Temulun didn't know whether to be happy or afraid. Temulun's brows furrowed in confusion, her thoughts a jumbled mess.

She tried to push herself up, but her body was too weak, her limbs shaking with fatigue. Feixin gently pressed her back down, his voice soft and reassuring. "Don't try to move just yet. You've been through a lot."Yúchǔn leaned in, her eyes filled with genuine concern. "Do you remember your name? And do you know where your parents are?" The questions were gentle, her voice soothing as she spoke, but Temulun could sense the underlying urgency. She wanted to help, to understand who Temulun was and how she had ended up on the shores.Temulun looked up at them, her eyes wide with confusion and fear. She tried to speak, but her voice was a hoarse whisper. "My... my name is Temulun."Feixin's eyebrows shot up at the name, his eyes widening in surprise. "Temulun? That's not a name from any of the kingdoms. Where are you from, child?" His voice was gentle, but there was an underlying note of curiosity and concern.

Yúchǔn looked equally puzzled, her eyes scanning Temulun's face as if trying to place her features. "Temulun," she repeated, her brow furrowing in thought. "I've never heard that name before. Are you sure that's right?"

Temulun nodded, her voice barely a whisper. "Yes, Temulun. I'm from the north."She hesitated, her eyes darting between Feixin and Yúchǔn. She wasn't sure how much to reveal, how much she could trust these strangers who had taken her in. But she needed to find a way back to her tribe, to the safety of her people. Yúchǔn's eyes softened, her voice gentle as she asked, "Do you know how to contact your family? Do they know where you are?"

Temulun hesitated, her eyes darting between the two of them. She knew she couldn't trust them, not fully. They were strangers, and she had no way of knowing if they meant her any harm. "No," she finally whispered, her voice barely audible. "No one will miss me. I don't have any family."She looked down at her hands, her fingers twisting in the blanket that covered her. She couldn't bear to look at them, to see the pity and confusion in their eyes. She didn't want their sympathy, their concern. She just wanted to be left alone, to find a way back to her tribe without drawing attention to herself.

Yúchǔn's row furrowed, her eyes filled with concern. "No family? But who will come looking for you? Who will worry about you?"

Temulun shook her head, her voice barely above a whisper. "No one." She looked down at her hands, her fingers twisting in the blanket that covered her. "Please, just leave me alone." Temulun's voice was barely a whisper, but the desperation in her words was clear. 

Yúchǔn hand reaching out to gently squeeze Temulun's shoulder. "I'm sorry, Temulun, but I can't do that. You're in no condition to be alone right now. But I promise, we'll take care of you. You won't have to worry about anything. You can stay with us, for as long as you need to. No one will come looking for you, and you'll be safe here."

Temulun looked up at them, her eyes filled with suspicion and doubt. "Why would you do that? Why would you take care of me if you don't even know me?"

Yúchǔn smiled softly, her eyes filled with kindness. "Because everyone deserves to be cared for, Temulun. I, too, grew up without family, but there were people who looked out for me, who took care of me when I needed it. I want to do that for you," Yúchǔn said, her voice soft and gentle. She smiled at Temulun, her eyes filled with warmth and kindness. "You don't have to be alone, Temulun. You have us now, if you want."

Temulun looked up at Yúchǔn, her eyes wide with surprise. She hadn't expected this, hadn't thought that these strangers would offer her such kindness. She searched Yúchǔn's face, looking for any sign of deceit or hidden agenda, but found only genuine concern and compassion. She hesitated, her mind racing with doubts and fears. But there was something about Yúchǔn, something that made her feel safe and at ease.

Temulun took a deep breath, her heart pounding in her chest. She knew she couldn't trust them, not completely, but for now, they seemed like her best option. She looked up at them, her eyes meeting Yúchǔn's, and she gave them a small smile. "Thank you," she said softly. "I'd like to stay with you, for now." The words felt strange on her tongue, unfamiliar and new, but they felt right nonetheless.Feixin watched the exchange, his brows furrowed in concern. He leaned in closer to Yúchǔn, his voice low and urgent. "Are you sure about this, Yúchǔn? We don't know anything about her or where she comes from. What if she's dangerous?"Yúchǔn looked at him, her eyes gentle but firm. "She's just a child, Feixin. Lost and alone. I can't just leave her here. Besides," she added, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth, "who are we to turn away a kindred spirit? I remember what it was like, Feixin. To be alone, to feel like no one cared or noticed. I won't do that to her."Feixin sighed, running a hand through his hair. "I know, I know. But we still don't know anything about her. She said she's from the north, but that doesn't tell us much. And her smile, it was so forced, like she doesn't even know how to smile properly," Feixin muttered, his eyes narrowing as he studied Temulun's face. He had seen many smiles in his life, many forced and many genuine, but this one was different. It was as if Temulun had never learned how to express happiness, as if the very concept was foreign to her. "There's something off about her, Yúchǔn. I think we should be careful."

Yúchǔn looked at him, her eyes filled with concern. "I've seen that smile before, Feixin. At the orphanage, where I used
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