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Chapter 29 – Wounded
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The moon cast long, dancing shadows through the open window, the silvery light painting a lazy, wandering path across the worn wooden floor of Lulong's bedroom. The room was filled with a gentle hum, the rhythmic sound of the crickets outside mingling with the soft rustle of the curtains as they fluttered in the night breeze. The air was heavy with the scent of the distant rain, the promise of a storm lingering like a whispered secret.

Lulong sat by the bedside, his eyes never leaving the figure sleeping fitfully before him.

Miopokimi's breath came in shallow gasps, her brow furrowed in discomfort. The wounds she had sustained during the skirmish with Midnight and her mercenaries were severe, and despite the ministrations of Lulong's personal doctor, the infection had set in. The once vibrant and fierce warrior lay now frail and pale, her usually spirited eyes closed in a troubled sleep.

Lulong's heart ached with every ragged breath she took. He felt a mix of guilt and helplessness wash over him.

He reached out, his fingers lightly brushing against hers. She was so cold, her skin pale and clammy to the touch. He could see the sickly sheen of sweat covering her forehead, the dark circles under her eyes a testament to the internal battle her body was waging. Lulong knew that the doctor had done all that he could, but it might not be enough. He felt a wave of desperation wash over him, his hand tightening around hers.

"Hold on, Miopokimi," he whispered, his voice barely audible. "You're stronger than this. You have to be."

His eyes flicked towards the door, his mind racing. He couldn't lose her. Not like this. Not when he was finally beginning to see her for who she truly was. A loyal friend, a fierce warrior, and a kind soul. He knew that he needed to do more, that he had to find a way to save her.

He looked towards the window, his mind racing. The rain was coming, he could feel it in the air, could smell it in the heavy scent that permeated his room. It was a wild, untamed scent, the smell of the storms that swept in from the northern mountains.

Lulong remembered the stories his mother used to tell him, stories of the dragons that rode the storms, of the ancient magic that coursed through their veins. He looked down at Miopokimi's hand, his thumb tracing the lines of her palm. Her skin was rough, calloused from years of holding a sword, of training and fighting. Lulong had seen her handle a blade with grace and precision, her movements fluid and deadly. He remembered the first time he had seen her, the way her hair had cascaded down her back, the water-colored locks catching the light like a waterfall.

He had thought her beautiful then, and he still did now, despite her frailty. She was slipping away from him. The thought sent a jolt of panic through him, and he clutched her hand tighter, as if that alone could anchor her to this world.

Lulong's thoughts were interrupted by a soft knock at the door. He turned his head, his eyes flicking towards the dark wood paneling.

“Come in,” he called softly, his voice hushed as if not to disturb the sleeping form beside him. The door creaked open slowly, the hinges groaning softly in protest. A young girl slipped through the doorway, her eyes wide and her breath coming in quick gasps.

“Lulong,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I-I couldn’t sleep. I was worried about Miopokimi. How is she?” Bai asked, her eyes darting from Lulong to the figure on the bed. Her brow was furrowed with concern, her cheeks flushed from the exertion of her climb up the stairs.

Lulong's eyes softened as he looked at Bai, her worried expression a mirror of his own feelings. He nodded towards Miopokimi, his voice barely above a whisper, "She's resting. The doctor says the infection is severe, but the medicine should help." Bai bit her lip, her eyes filling with unshed tears. She moved closer to the bed, her hand reaching out to touch Miopokimi's forehead, her fingers tracing the lines of her face.

"Is there anything I can do?" Bai asked, her voice thick with emotion. The sight of Miopokimi in such a state was heart-wrenching, and Bai's own breath caught in her throat as she looked at her friend.

Lulong shook his head, his eyes never leaving Miopokimi. "Just stay with her, Bai. Talk to her, remind her that she's not alone. Your voice might bring her some comfort."

Bai nodded, her eyes filling with tears. She took a seat next to the bed, her small hand gently cradling Miopokimi's. She leaned in close, her eyes scanning the sleeping woman's peaceful face. Bai's heart ached to see her friend like this, weak and pale. She felt a lump form in her throat, her emotions welling up inside her. She wanted to say something, to offer comfort, but the words died on her lips. She didn't know what to say, didn't know how to express the concern and love she felt. So, she decided to sing. She began to hum softly, the melody of a lullaby her mother used to sing to her when she was a child. The tune was sweet and simple, the lyrics comforting and soothing. Her voice was gentle, her words soft and reassuring. She sang about the moon and the stars, about the gentle breeze and the warm sun. She sang about the safety and comfort of home, about the promise of a brighter day.

She sang until her voice grew hoarse, until the melody trailed off into a gentle hum. She wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but when she finally looked up, she saw that Lulong had fallen asleep in his chair, his head resting on his hand, his eyes closed. Miopokimi, too, seemed to be resting more peacefully, her breaths coming in a rhythm that was almost steady.

Bai looked at the two of them, her heart filled with a warmth that spread throughout her body. She loved them both, in different ways.

Lulong, with his gentle heart and kind soul, and Miopokimi, fierce and brave, yet caring and loyal. She had never seen Lulong like this, so worried and vulnerable. Usually, he was the one in control, the one she turned to for guidance. But here he was, weak and uncertain, his world crumbling around him as he watched his friend fight for her life.

Bai's eyes drifted to the window again, the sound of the distant thunder growing louder, closer. The storm was finally here, the rain lashing against the glass with a steady, drumming rhythm. The wind howled, its icy tendrils snaking through the cracks in the old window frame. Bai shivered. She looked out at the dark night, her eyes following the dance of the lightning as it lit up the sky.

Lulong stirred in his chair, his eyes fluttering open. He looked groggy, his movements slow and deliberate as he pushed himself up from the chair. He stretched, his back popping softly as he yawned. He looked around the room, his eyes settling on Bai. "How is she?" he asked, his voice hoarse from sleep. He rubbed his eyes, trying to clear the fog from his mind.

"She's still sleeping," Bai replied softly, her voice barely above a whisper. She pointed towards the window, her eyes wide with wonder. "But look, Lulong. The storm is here. Maybe the dragons have come to help Miopokimi."

Lulong followed her gaze, his eyes widening as he watched the lightning illuminate the sky. The thunder rumbled, long and deep, shaking the very foundations of the building. He felt a spark of hope ignite within him, a glimmer of possibility. The legends of the dragons were as old as the mountains themselves, but the stories had been passed down through generations, woven into the fabric of their culture. Could it be true? Could the dragons of old still ride the storms, their ancient magic guiding them to those in need?

Lulong moved to the window, his eyes scanning the horizon. The rain was pouring now, the heavy droplets hammering against the glass, the wind howling like a wild beast. He could see the silhouettes of the mountains in the distance, the jagged peaks shrouded in mist and darkness. He squinted, his eyes straining against the gloom, searching for any sign of the mythical beasts.

Bai joined him at the window, her breath fogging up the glass as she pressed her nose against the cold pane. "Do you think they're real, Lulong?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper, as if afraid to speak too loudly and disturb the magic of the moment.

Lulong looked down at her, a soft smile playing on his lips. "I don't know, Bai. But I'd like to believe that they are. That somewhere, high above the clouds, there are creatures that watch over us, that guide us, and protect us in our time of need. It's an enchanting thought, isn't it?" Lulong replied, his eyes still searching the storm-tossed sky.

Bai nodded, her breath creating a small circle of condensation on the windowpane. "It is," she agreed softly. "I'd like to believe in something magical, something bigger than us. Something that can make things right."

Lulong's gaze shifted to Miopokimi, his expression turning somber. "Yes, it is. Especially now, with Miopokimi fighting for her life. I just wish there was something more I could do for her."

Lulong murmured, his voice barely audible over the sound of the pounding rain. He turned away from the window, his eyes falling once more on Miopokimi's pale form.

Bai, however, remained transfixed by the spectacle outside, her eyes wide with wonder. "Lulong," she whispered, her voice barely audible over the drumming of the rain, "I think... I think I just saw something. Something big, moving in the sky. But it disappeared so fast, I can't be sure."

Lulong turned back to the window, his heart suddenly racing. He scanned the sky, his eyes straining to catch a glimpse of whatever it was that Bai had seen. The storm was still raging, the lightning illuminating the heavens in brilliant, fleeting flashes. He squinted, his eyes following the path of one particularly bright flash, but he saw nothing. Just the dark sky, the heavy rain, and the distant silhouettes of the mountains.

Lulong's eyes narrowed as he tried to discern any movement in the night. Bai's claim had set his heart pounding, a mixture of hope and apprehension coursing through his veins. He wanted to believe that there was something out there, something magical that could help Miopokimi. But he was also afraid of what that might mean, of the unknown and unpredictable nature of such power.

A sudden, sharp crack of thunder echoed through the room, the sound so loud and intense that it seemed to shake the very foundations of the building. Both Lulong and Bai jumped, their hearts pounding in their chests. The lightning that followed was so bright that it momentarily blinded them, leaving behind a lingering afterimage on their retinas.

As their vision adjusted, Lulong and Bai strained their eyes, eager for another glimpse of what Bai had seen. The storm raged on, the thunder rolling through the mountains like a wild beast, each crash echoing through the air with a primal ferocity. The rain lashed against the window, the wind howling as if in protest, whipping the trees into a frenzy.

Lulong turned to Bai, his eyes softening as he took in her worried expression. "Bai," he said gently, "you should go back to sleep. I'll stay here with Miopokimi. I'll wake you if anything changes."

Bai bit her lip, her eyes darting from Lulong to Miopokimi, her voice barely a whisper. "Can't I stay here with you? I want to help, too." Her voice was small, but determined. "I can watch over Miopokimi, sing to her again, or just... be here. You don't have to do this alone, Lulong."

Lulong looked at Bai, his heart warmed by her empathy and kindness. He knew that she was just as worried and scared as he was, but she was also offering him comfort, support, and company. He nodded slowly, his eyes meeting hers. "Alright, Bai. Stay here with me. Together, we'll watch over Miopokimi. Maybe the dragons will come, and we'll need to welcome them. Together, we'll wait for the storm to pass and for Miopokimi to wake up. And if the dragons come, we'll be ready to greet them."

Bai returned Lulong's smile, her eyes reflecting his hope. She moved back to her chair and looked at Miopokimi with a mixture of concern and determination. She took Miopokimi's hand and began to hum again, her voice strong and clear despite the storm raging outside.

Lulong watched her for a moment, a small smile playing on his lips. Then, turning to her, he said, "Bai, I need to tell you something. I've been thinking about Miopokimi, and... and I realize that my feelings for her are changing. I'm not just worried about her because she's my friend, but because... because I care about her, deeply. And I'm terrified, Bai. I'm terrified that I might lose her without ever having the chance to tell her how I feel." Lulong's voice was quiet, his eyes fixed on Miopokimi's sleeping form.

Bai's humming faltered slightly as she turned to look at Lulong. Her eyes were wide with surprise, but she nodded, her expression softening. "I understand, Lulong. I've seen the way you look at her, the way you worry. It's obvious that you care about her very much. You just need to be brave and tell her when she wakes up. She needs to hear it, to know that you're there for her."

Lulong nodded, his eyes never leaving Miopokimi's face. He knew that Bai was right. He needed to be brave, to be honest, and to let Miopokimi know how he felt. He just hoped that he would have the chance.

———
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The storm continued to rage outside, its ferocity echoing the turmoil within him. But as the hours passed, the storm gradually began to subside, the thunder lessening to a gentle rumble, the rain slowing to a steady patter against the window. Bai's humming had long since faded, her voice hoarse from the effort, and now she sat in silence, her eyes closed, her hand clutching Miopokimi's tightly. Lulong, too, had grown silent, his eyes fixed on the slowly calming storm, his mind racing with thoughts of Miopokimi and the feelings he had finally admitted to himself.

As the storm finally passed, the room was filled with a profound stillness. The only sound was the soft, steady breathing of Miopokimi, her body finally at rest after the long, exhausting battle against the infection.

Bai, her voice soft and gentle, broke the silence. "Lulong, you should eat something. I'll go get you some food from the kitchen, okay? You need your strength, just in case." She hesitated for a moment, her eyes flicking to Miopokimi before she continued, her voice firm. "I'll be back soon, I promise. You should rest a bit, too. You can't help Miopokimi if you're exhausted."

Lulong's eyes flicked towards Bai, his expression softening as he saw the concern etched onto her face. He knew she was right, that he needed to eat, to rest, and to care for himself if he wanted to be any help to Miopokimi. "Alright, Bai," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "Thank you. I'll try to rest while you're gone."
Bai nodded and slipped out of the room, her footsteps soft against the wooden floor. Lulong turned his attention back to Miopokimi, his eyes scanning her features. She looked peaceful, her breaths coming steadily, her brow no longer furrowed in pain. He hoped that the doctor's medicine had finally taken effect, that the infection was finally under control.
He reached out, his fingers lightly brushing against her cheek. Her skin was still cool, but not nearly as clammy as it had been earlier.
Lulong took this as a good sign, a glimmer of hope in the midst of his worry. He leaned in, his lips brushing against her ear as he whispered, "You're going to be alright, Miopokimi. I know you are. You're the strongest person I know. You have to fight this, for both of us." Lulong's voice cracked with emotion as he leaned in closer, his hand gently cupping Miopokimi's cheek. His heart was pounding, his breath caught in his throat as he waited for any sign of recognition, anything to indicate that she was coming back to him.
——-
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Just as he was about to give up hope, a soft knock at the door announced Bai's return. She entered the room, her arms laden with steaming bowls and trays of food. The aroma of freshly cooked noodles and steamed dumplings filled the air, making Lulong's stomach rumble with hunger. But his attention was not on the food; his eyes were fixed on Miopokimi.
As Bai set the tray down on the bedside table, Lulong saw Miopokimi's nose twitch, her eyelids fluttering as if trying to process the scent of the steaming food. Her breathing became a little shallower, her body stirring slightly in response to the aroma.
Lulong's heart leaped as he watched her, his own breath catching in his throat as he willed her to wake up. Bai noticed the change too, her eyes widening as she watched Miopokimi's reaction to the food. She looked at Lulong, her expression a mix of hope and fear. "Lulong, I-I think she's waking up," she whispered, her voice trembling with emotion. Lulong nodded, his own voice barely audible as he replied, "I know, Bai. I know she is." He reached out, lightly brushing a strand of Miopokimi's water-colored hair away from her face, his heart pounding in his chest. He leaned in closer, his eyes searching hers for any sign of recognition. "Miopokimi," he whispered, his voice gentle yet urgent. "Can you hear me? It's Lulong. You're going to be okay."
Miopokimi's eyelids fluttered again, her breath hitching slightly as she struggled to open her eyes. Her lashes fluttered once, twice, and finally, her gaze met Lulong's.
Her eyes were clouded with confusion and pain, a stark contrast to the vibrant, fiery spirit he knew so well. But there was something else in those eyes—a flicker of recognition, a softness that told him she knew him. Lulong's heart swelled with relief and hope.
"Lord Lulong," she whispered, her voice hoarse and weak. It was barely more than a breath, but it was the sweetest sound he had ever heard. He felt a tear slip down his cheek, and he quickly brushed it away, not wanting her to see his worry.
"Yes, Miopokimi," he replied, his voice steady and calm. "I'm right here. You're safe now. Just rest. We'll take care of everything."
Miopokimi tried to nod, but even the smallest movement sent a wave of pain crashing through her. She winced, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps as she fought to remain conscious. Lulong's hand tightened around hers, his eyes filled with concern. "Just rest, Miopokimi," he whispered, his voice gentle yet firm. "You don't have to talk right now. Just focus on getting better."
But before he could finish, Miopokimi's eyes fluttered open once more, a hint of her old determination gleaming in their depths. "I... I'm hungry," she whispered, her voice barely audible.
Lulong's eyes widened in astonishment. He had expected many things, but for Miopokimi to declare her hunger after fighting such a severe infection was the last thing he had anticipated. He blinked, his mind racing to process her words. "You're... you're hungry?" he stammered, his grip on her hand tightening slightly as if to ensure she was real and not just a figment of his imagination. "But... but you just woke up, and you've been so ill. Are you sure?"
Miopokimi managed a small nod, a weak smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "I think so," she said, her voice little more than a whisper. "I haven't eaten in... I don't know how long."
Lulong's heart swelled with relief. He knew that this was a good sign, that her appetite returning was a clear indicator that the infection was truly beginning to subside.
With newfound determination, Lulong turned to Bai, "Bai, can you help me sit her up a little? Maybe if she eats something, she'll start to feel better."
Bai nodded, her eyes filled with a mix of hope and apprehension. Together, they carefully lifted Miopokimi into a semi-upright position, propping pillows behind her for support. Miopokimi's face contorted briefly with pain, but she quickly regained her composure, her jaw set with resolve. "It's okay," she whispered, her voice barely audible. "It's only painful. I can handle it."
Lulong's heart ached at her bravery, but he knew he couldn't coddle her, not when she was this determined. He turned to Bai, who was already spooning a bite of noodles from the bowl and holding it out to Miopokimi. Bai's hand trembled slightly, but her expression was one of resolve and tenderness. She knew how important this was, how this small act could mean so much.
Miopokimi's eyes flicked to the bowl, her mouth watering at the sight of the steaming noodles. She opened her mouth, and Bai carefully fed her the first bite.

Miopokimi chewed slowly, her eyes closed in concentration and pleasure. Lulong watched her, his heart swelling with relief and warmth. He had never been more grateful for the simple act of eating.
As Miopokimi finished chewing, she opened her eyes and looked at Lulong, a small smile playing on her lips. "Thank you," she whispered, her voice still weak but growing stronger with each passing moment. "For everything."
Lulong returned her smile, his eyes softening as he watched her. "You don't have to thank me, Miopokimi. I'm just glad you're feeling better." Lulong said softly, his voice filled with genuine emotion. He reached out, gently tucking a strand of her water-colored hair behind her ear. The simple gesture was filled with tenderness and care, a clear indication of the depth of feeling he had for her. "It is I who should be thanking you, for always being there, for fighting so hard. I'm just glad I could be here for you, even if it was only in a small way."
Miopokimi's eyes met Lulong's, her gaze softening as she looked at him. "You've been here this whole time?" she asked, her voice a gentle whisper.

Lulong nodded, his fingers lightly tracing the curve of her cheek. "Every minute," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "I couldn't leave you. Not when you needed me."
Miopokimi's eyes filled with unshed tears, her voice thick with emotion. "That means so much to me, Lulong," she whispered. "Thank you."
Lulong's heart ached as he looked at her, his fingers brushing away a tear that spilled down her cheek. He leaned in close, his voice barely more than a breath. "Miopokimi, I... I need to tell you something. I should have said it earlier, but I was—I was scared. Scared of what it would mean, scared of how you might react. But now, seeing you like this, I can't keep it to myself any longer. I... I care about you. Deeply. More than I've ever cared about anyone before."
Miopokimi's breath hitched as she looked at him, her eyes wide with a mix of surprise and uncertainty. 
She was torn between the words she had just heard and the fear of what they might mean. To cover her confusion, she didn't know how to react. Desperate to break the tension, she turned her attention back to the bowl of noodles. "More!" 
Lulong nodded, quickly spooning another bite of noodles and feeding it to her. He knew she was avoiding the conversation, avoiding the feelings that were so terrifying and exhilarating all at once. But he also knew that she needed time, that she needed space to process these emotions. So, he fed her another bite, his heart pounding in his chest as he waited for her to speak again.
Miopokimi chewed slowly, her eyes focused intently on the bowl as if they held the answers to all her questions.
Lulong watched her, his heart pounding in his chest as he waited for her response. He knew he had put his feelings out there, and now they were out in the open, waiting to be acknowledged or rejected.
After what felt like an eternity, Miopokimi finally looked up from her bowl of noodles. She met Lulong's gaze, her eyes filled with a mix of pain and confusion. "Lord Lulong," she began, her voice barely above a whisper. I can't accept your feelings. Not like this. You're the king, and I'm just... just your bodyguard. A warrior. And let's be honest, I eat a lot. I'm not... I'm not the kind of person you should be with."
Lulong felt his heart sink at her words. He had expected this, had braced himself for it, but hearing it aloud still stung. He tried to hide his pain, tried to maintain a brave face as he listened to her speak. "Miopokimi," he began, his voice gentle yet firm. "It doesn't matter to me what title you hold, or what your position is. And your eating habits are part of what makes you, you. They are endearing, and I love them," Lulong said, his voice steady despite the pain in his heart. "I care about you, Miopokimi. Not just as a warrior, or a bodyguard, but as the incredible person you are. You're strong, kind, loyal, and fiercely protective of those you care about. I've seen you fight, seen you bleed for me, and it only makes me care about you more. Those are the things that I love about you," Lulong said, his voice soft yet firm. His eyes were filled with sincerity, his gaze never leaving Miopokimi's.
Miopokimi's eyes widened in surprise at Lulong's words. She swallowed hard, her gaze flicking to the window before meeting his once more. "Lord Lulong," she began, her voice barely above a whisper, "I... I appreciate your feelings. Truly, I do. But I can't be your wife. You're the king, and I'm just... me. I can't be your queen. I'll fight for you, protect you, and I can be your lover in secret. Your bodyguard with benefits. But I can't be your wife."
Lulong's heart sank at her words, but his expression remained steady. He took her hand in his, his thumb tracing patterns on her palm. "Miopokimi, I don't want you to be my secret lover. I want you to be my wife."
Miopokimi's eyes widened, a flicker of panic crossing her features. "Lord Lulong, the noble houses will never accept me as your wife. They'll say I'm not good enough, that I'm not worthy of their precious king. And they'll be right. I'm just a commoner, at best. A wife to the king? That's a fantasy, not a reality."

Lulong's thumb continued to trace patterns on her palm, his expression softening. "Then let them hate me, Miopokimi. I don't care what the noble houses think. I don't care about their approval or their disapproval. All I care about is you. If the noble houses refuse to accept you as my wife, then let them refuse. I will make them accept us, Miopokimi. I will make them see that you are the best thing that has ever happened to me, to this kingdom. I will make them love you as I do. Even if they hate me for it, even if they all turn their backs on me, I will be happy, because I will have you by my side." Lulong declared, his voice filled with a passion and determination that sent a shiver down Miopokimi's spine. His eyes burned with an intensity she had never seen before, and she found herself captivated by his words, by the promise in his gaze. "I will make them accept us, Miopokimi. Together, we will face whatever comes our way. And I promise you, no matter what happens, I will always be here for you."

Lulong's voice was filled with a quiet strength that resonated deep within Miopokimi. She felt a warmth spread through her, a sense of security and belonging that she had never known before. She looked into Lulong's eyes, searching for any hint of doubt or uncertainty, but all she found was sincerity and love. She closed her eyes briefly, taking a deep breath before meeting his gaze once more. "Alright, Lord Lulong. I'll be your wife."
Lulong's face broke into a wide smile, his eyes shining with happiness and relief. He leaned in and gently kissed her forehead, his fingers brushing away the tear that had escaped her eye.
Miopokimi closed her eyes, a soft smile playing on her lips as she savored the moment. She felt a warmth that filled her heart and chased away the lingering doubt and fear.
Meanwhile, Bai, who had been quietly observing the scene, her cheeks flushing a deep red with embarrassment, could not contain her happiness any longer. She clapped her hands together, a wide grin spreading across her face as she exclaimed, "Oh! I'm so happy for both of you!" Her large, round eyes sparkled with unshed tears, and she quickly wiped them away, her cheeks still bright with a flush of excitement. "I knew it, I knew it!" she said, her voice filled with a mixture of joy and relief. "I knew that you two were meant to be together. I've seen the way you look at each other, the way you care for each other. And now, you've finally admitted it! I'm so, so happy for you both." Bai's words were filled with such genuine enthusiasm and happiness that Miopokimi and Lulong couldn't help but smile.
Miopokimi turned to Lulong, her eyes reflecting a mix of excitement and apprehension. "Lord Lulong, this is just the beginning, isn't it?" she asked, her voice soft yet determined. "We have so much to figure out, so many challenges to face. The noble houses, our duties, our future together..." She trailed off, her gaze flicking to the window as she considered the magnitude of their decision.
Lulong reached out, his hand gently cupping her cheek, his thumb brushing away a stray tear. "Yes, we do," he admitted, his voice steady and reassuring. "But we will face them together, Miopokimi. Not just as king and queen, but as partners, as equals. We will support each other, stand by each other, and never let anything come between us."
Miopokimi hesitated for a moment, her eyes searching Lulong's face for any sign of doubt. "But, Lord Lulong, if you ever change your mind, if you ever regret your decision, I want you to know that I will understand. I won't hate you for it. I only want what's best for you, and if that means letting you go, then that's what I'll do."

Lulong looked into her eyes, his expression serious. "I understand what you're saying, Miopokimi, but I want you to know that I won't change my mind. I've never been more certain of anything in my life. I love you, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I will never regret it." His voice was soft yet firm, his eyes never leaving hers. With that, Lulong leaned in, capturing her lips in a tender kiss that quickly deepened into a passionate embrace. He pulled her close, his arms wrapping tightly around her.

Miopokimi's eyes widened in pain, and she let out a small gasp, breaking their intimate moment. Lulong immediately pulled back, his eyes filled with concern. "I'm so sorry, Miopokimi," he breathed, his hands gently cupping her face. "I forgot about your wound. I'm sorry," Lulong murmured, his face filled with remorse. "I got carried away."
Miopokimi managed a weak smile. "No, it was worth it," she whispered, her voice barely above a breath. "But I think I should rest now."

Lulong's heart ached with concern, but he nodded, his hands gently cupping her cheeks. "Of course," he said, his voice soft and soothing. "Let's get you comfortable, and then you can rest. I'll be right here with you."
As Lulong carefully helped Miopokimi settle back into a comfortable position, Bai hurried to adjust the pillows and blankets surrounding her. Her eyes were filled with a mix of worry and excitement, her mind racing with all the impending challenges and changes that lay ahead.
Lulong watched her, his heart swelling with love and protectiveness. He knew that the road ahead would not be easy, but he was determined to face whatever came their way, as long as he had Miopokimi by his side. As she settled back into the pillows, Lulong took her hand in his, his thumb tracing circles on her palm. He could feel the steady beat of her pulse, strong and steady, a testament to her resilience and strength. The warmth of her hand in his was comforting, a silent promise of a future together. 

Lulong leaned back in his chair, a soft smile playing on his lips as he watched Miopokimi drift off to sleep. The faint hum of her breaths filled the room, each exhale a whisper of relief.

Bai was busy tidying up the remnants of their impromptu meal, her eyes straying to Lulong and Miopokimi every now and then, a soft smile on her face.
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Chapter 30 - Alliance
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Days had passed and despite the harsh conditions, Miopokimi had begun to look better. Her cheeks had regained some color, and her eyes, though still wary, held a spark of hope.

Lulong, too, felt a change within himself. The bond between them had grown stronger, a quiet understanding forming between them as they navigated the treacherous journey together.

As they walked, their fingers brushed against each other, a subtle touch that sent a warmth coursing through him. He caught her eye and smiled, a soft, tender expression that spoke volumes.

Miopokimi felt her own cheeks heat up, but she didn’t pull away. Instead, she tightened her grip on his hand, wanting to be closer to him, to feel his warmth and strength. They walked in silence for a while, the comfortable kind that only comes from being with someone you trust implicitly.
Lulong noticed the way Miopokimi's muscles tensed slightly every time they passed a group of people, even if they were too far away to pose any real threat. He knew she was still on edge, still hypervigilant despite their safe haven in Lulong's bedroom. He wished he could do more to ease her fears, but for now, all he could do was be present, offer comfort, and keep her safe.
"You know, when I first met you, I never imagined we'd be here, like this," Lulong said softly, his voice barely above a whisper. He didn't want to shatter the peaceful silence, but he felt the need to voice his thoughts, to share his feelings with her.
Miopokimi looked up at him, her eyes softening. She thought back to that day, to the hungry, lonely girl she had been. She remembered the kindness in his eyes, the warmth of his smile, and the way he had offered her food without a second thought. "If you had told me then, when I was just a hungry girl, that we would be a couple together, I would not have believed it," she said, her voice filled with a mix of wonder and disbelief. "But here we are."
Lulong felt a warmth spread through him at her words. He looked down at her, a soft smile playing on his lips. "Here we are," he agreed. "And I'm glad we are." He looked down at their intertwined fingers, a soft smile playing on his lips.
Just as they were about to share a tender moment, Miopokimi's stomach let out a loud rumble, shattering the moment like a dropped vase.

Lulong chuckled softly, his eyes twinkling with amusement. "It seems someone is hungry," he said, his laughter warm and genuine. "I guess it's time for lunch, don't you think?" He squeezed her hand gently, his eyes never leaving hers.

Miopokimi felt her cheeks flush with embarrassment at the untimely interruption. She ducked her head, trying to hide her smile. "I guess I am hungry," she admitted, her voice soft. "I thought I could hold out until dinner, but my stomach has other plans."
Lulong felt a pang of hunger himself, though he had been too wrapped up in their conversation to notice it until now. "Well, let's do something about that," he said, guiding her towards the door. "We can grab something from the kitchen."
As they made their way downstairs, the sound of their footsteps echoing in the empty hall, Lulong couldn't shake the feeling of unease that had settled in his chest. A lingering sense of dread that something was off. He pushed the thought aside, telling himself that it was just his imagination running wild.
As they entered the kitchen, standing by the stove, was Guoshe. She was stirring a pot of something, her eyes fixed on the bubbling contents. She looked up as they entered, her eyes meeting Lulong's.
Her lips curved into a smile, but it seemed forced, the corners of her mouth twitching in a way that was almost unnatural. "Good morning, dear brother," she said, her voice too cheerful, too bright. "And Miopokimi, I see you're looking well." She gestured to the pot on the stove, her gaze flicking from one to the other, her eyes wide and unblinking. "I was just preparing some soup for you both. I thought you might be a bit hungry after... after your journey," Guoshe said, her voice too sweet, too syrupy. She chuckled, a sound that sent shivers down Miopokimi's spine. It was too high-pitched, too manic, a sound that was almost inhuman.

Lulong stepped closer, his brow furrowed in concern. He reached out, his hand gentle as he patted Guoshe's head affectionately. "Are you alright, Guoshe?" he asked, his voice soft and soothing.

Guoshe's expression shifted, her eyes losing their wild, unblinking stare. She looked up at Lulong, her features softening as she leaned into his touch. "I'm fine, dear brother," she said, her voice returning to its usual, sweet tone. "I was just... I was just a bit lost in thought, that's all." But as the words left her lips, her forked tongue darted out, flicking furiously in the air like a whip.

Lulong’s eyes widened in surprise, but he quickly collected himself, reminding himself that Guoshe was, despite her peculiarities, a kind-hearted girl. "I’m sure it’s delicious," he said with a warm smile. "Let’s give it a try, shall we?" He pulled out a couple of bowls from the cupboard and handed them to Guoshe.
Guoshe beamed at him, her eyes sparkling with delight. "You won’t be disappointed," she promised, her voice laced with anticipation. She ladled the soup into the bowls, her movements precise and careful.
As she raised the ladle, Lulong noticed that the vegetables were whole, floating in the water like islands in a sea. No seasoning, no signs of any spices or herbs—just raw vegetables swimming in a murky broth.

Guoshe halted for a moment, her brow furrowed as she took in their expressions. "Is something wrong?" she asked, her eyes darting between Lulong and Miopokimi. "It's not to your liking?"
Lulong exchanged a glance with Miopokimi, a silent communication passing between them. He turned back to Guoshe, his smile gentle and understanding. "It's just... a bit different from what we're used to," he said, his voice soft and soothing. "We usually have our vegetables cooked a bit more."
Guoshe's face fell, her eyes filled with concern. "I'm sorry, dear brother. "I forgot that you both prefer your food cooked. I should have asked," Guoshe said, her voice barely above a whisper. Her eyes darted nervously from Lulong to Miopokimi, her forked tongue flicking out to lick her lips. 
"I should just throw it away," she murmured, her hands clenching around the ladle.
Miopokimi, seeing the distress in Guoshe's eyes, quickly stepped forward. "No, don't do that, Guoshe," she said gently. "It's not wasted. I can use these vegetables to make something delicious for us. I promise." She took the ladle from Guoshe's hand. "I know just the thing. You sit down, and let me do the cooking. You can help me if you want." 
Guoshe's eyes widened in surprise, but she nodded gratefully, stepping aside to let Miopokimi take over.

Lulong watched as Miopokimi began to work, her hands deftly moving between the vegetables, the stove, and the various seasonings and pots. She hummed softly as she worked, her brow furrowed in concentration. He could see the joy in her eyes as she cooked.

Meanwhile, Guoshe eagerly agreed to Miopokimi's request to cut the vegetables. With an eager nod, she grabbed the knife, her eyes wide with anticipation.
"Alright, let's see what you've got," Miopokimi said with a warm smile, handing Guoshe a carrot. Guoshe's brow furrowed in concentration, her snake-like tongue darting out as she studied the carrot. She began to cut, her movements jerky and unpredictable, the knife slicing in strange angles that defied logic.
"Guoshe," Lulong said softly, his voice filled with underlying concern. "That's... that's not how you cut vegetables for a meal."
Guoshe looked up, her eyes wide and innocent. "Isn't it?" she asked, her voice filled with genuine confusion.
Lulong sighed and took the knife from her, "Let me show you, Guoshe," he said patiently, demonstrating the proper way to hold and cut the carrot.
Guoshe watched him, her eyes wide and unblinking, her tongue flicking out occasionally as if trying to taste the air. She mimicked his movements, but her cuts were still uneven and haphazard. Lulong smiled encouragingly, "That's better, Guoshe. Keep practicing."
As Miopokimi and Guoshe worked together, preparing the vegetables, Lulong found himself watching them with a sense of warmth and contentment.
Despite the initially awkward start, they had settled into a comfortable rhythm, laughter filling the kitchen as Guoshe's unique slicing technique sent carrot pieces flying across the counter.

Lulong and Miopokimi exchanged amused glances as they chased down the errant vegetables, their hands brushing in the process, sending a jolt of warmth through them.
———
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Finally, the meal was ready. The three of them sat down at the kitchen table, the bowls steaming with a hearty vegetable stew. Guoshe's eyes widened as she took her first spoonful, her expression a mix of surprise and delight. "This is... different," she said, her voice filled with wonder. She took another bite, her eyes fluttering closed in bliss. "I never knew vegetables could taste like this," she murmured, her forked tongue flicking out to savor the flavors.
She was halfway through her bowl, her eyes wide with delight. Lulong and Miopokimi shared a smile, enjoying the simple pleasure of a meal shared and a task well done.
Just as Miopokimi reached for another spoonful, the kitchen door swung open.
A servant, his face flushed from exertion, rushed in. "Master Lulong," he panted, "an emissary from Oniling has just arrived at the palace. He requests an audience with you immediately."
Lulong's eyes widened in surprise. He quickly stood up, his chair scraping against the floor. "Thank you for the meal," he said, his voice warm and appreciative, looking from Miopokimi to Guoshe. "It was delicious."
With a nod to the servant, he hurried after him, leaving the kitchen and going up the grand staircase, his mind racing.
Miopokimi, not wanting to leave precious food uneaten, quickly finished her bowl and followed suit. She knew this could be important, and she wanted to be there to support Lulong. She rushed out of the kitchen, her footsteps quick but sure, and caught up with Lulong just as he was




[image: ]





























[image: ]






























































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
W 5

L oY
ales from Xisa
[






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





