

    
        
          Tales from Xisa II - Crown and Blade

        

        
        
          Tales from Xisa, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Yann Beauverd

        

        
          Published by The naughty witch's bookshelf, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      TALES FROM XISA II - CROWN AND BLADE

    

    
      First edition. June 26, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Yann Beauverd.

    

    
    
      Written by Yann Beauverd.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 19 - Preparation for War

Chapter 20 - The frontier

Chapter 21 – Sinhae

Chapter 22 – Fleet

Chapter 23 – Yon-ron

Chapter 24 - Charge

Chapter 25 – Miyatoro

Chapter 26 - Diplomaty

Chapter 27 - Inexhaustible

Chapter 28 – Midnight

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 19 - Preparation for War
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The war room in Xisa palace was a vast expanse of cold stone walls and echoing silence, save for the soft rustle of parchment as maps were unrolled and books were opened. A large, round table dominated the center of the room, its surface strewn with maps and strategic layouts of Xisa and the neighboring countries. The air was thick with the scent of old paper and the faint hint of dust, a testament to the room's sporadic use.

The war room, despite its name, had seen little actual planning for war during Zhanglong's reign. The king had always preferred diplomacy and strategy over open conflict, a philosophy that had kept Xisa at peace for many years. But now, as the shadows of war loomed on the horizon, the room was finally seeing its intended use.

Lulong stood at the table, his eyes scanning the maps laid out before him. His siblings and closest advisors were gathered around him, their faces grave and their expressions focused.

"We need to strategize carefully," Lulong began, his voice echoing slightly in the cavernous room. He looked down at the map of Xisa and the surrounding territories, his finger tracing the lines that marked the borders with Yeigh. "Yeigh's forces are massing along the border. We need to be ready to confront them before they can invade Xisa."

Qingyan, standing beside him, nodded in agreement. "Yeigh's forces are considerable, and their king, Zhan Cai, is known for his ruthless tactics. We cannot afford to underestimate them," she warned, her eyes scanning the map as she calculated their next moves.

Heilong, standing across from Lulong, snorted derisively. "I am not afraid of Zhan Cai and his army, Lulong. He is a brute, a creature of sheer force. I have faced stronger, more cunning foes, and I have emerged victorious." Heilong's voice was filled with arrogance, his eyes burning with a fierce light. "Yeigh's forces may be vast, but they are no match for the warriors of Xisa. We have faced greater challenges and triumphed. This will be no different."

His words, however, were met with a chilling response from Huishen, who had been silent until now. "You should be afraid, Heilong," she said, her voice low and grave. "This will not be a glorious war, fought with honor and chivalry. Zhan Cai is a beast, and he will stop at nothing to achieve his goals. The battles ahead will be gruesome, and the costs will be high. We cannot simply prevail through sheer force of arms. We must be cunning, resilient, and adaptable," Huishen warned, her gaze locked onto Heilong, her voice a low growl.

Heilong scoffed, "You underestimate our forces, Huishen. We are the warriors of Xisa, we do not cower in the face of adversity. We stand tall, and we fight with all our might. That is our way, our creed."

Lulong intervened before the tension between Huishen and Heilong could escalate further. "I agree that we must be ready for anything, both in terms of force and strategy. But we must also be united in our approach," Lulong said, his voice a calming presence in the tense room. He looked around the table, his gaze resting on each of his siblings and advisors in turn. "We need to set aside our differences and work together if we are to successfully defend Xisa against Yeigh's aggression."

Lulong's gaze swept over the assembled group, landing on each of them in turn. "Huishen, I agree that we must be cunning and resilient. We cannot rely solely on brute force. But Heilong is right as well; we must also be prepared to fight with all our might. This war will require the best of both worlds."

Huishen's expression softened slightly, and she nodded in agreement. "You are right, Lulong. We must combine our strengths to ensure the best outcome for Xisa."

Lulong turned to Yaoya, who had been silently observing the discussion, her eyes closed and her face placid. "Yaoya, have you seen anything useful for the future in your visions?" he asked, his voice soft and earnest.

Yaoya's eyes fluttered open, and she gazed at Lulong with an expression that was both wise and distant. "The futures I have seen are many, and they shift like the sands in a storm. But there is one constant that shines through the darkness," she said, her voice a soft whisper that seemed to carry the weight of ages. "The futures look dark, Lulong. Darker than any of us could have imagined. But there is a little light shining, a beacon that guides us through the darkness." Yaoya's eyes shifted, as if she were looking into the distance, her voice taking on a haunting quality. "A single spark, the smallest flame burning against the encroaching night. It flickers, it wavers, but it never goes out. And it is up to us to keep that flame burning."

Her words hung heavy in the air, each one a testament to the gravity of their situation. A silence fell over the room, broken only by the soft rustle of parchment as someone shifted a map nervously.

Lulong's heart pounded in his chest, Yaoya's words resonating within him like a warning bell. He turned to Qingyan, who was staring at her younger sister with a mix of concern and determination. "Qingyan, what do you make of Yaoya's vision?" he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

Qingyan's eyes never left Yaoya, her expression unreadable. "It is a bleak future, that much is certain. But there is hope, a spark that can be fanned into a flame. We must find that spark and nurture it, protect it, and let it grow strong enough to light our way through the darkness."

The room fell silent for a moment before Laoteng cleared his throat, his eyes scanning the maps and charts spread out on the table. "The candle talk is all fine," he said, his voice a low rumble, "but what are we going to do exactly?" He looked up, his gaze sweeping over the faces of his siblings and advisors. "We can't just stand here and wait for the storm to hit. We need a plan, a strategy to confront Yeigh and their ilk."

Lulong nodded, understanding Laoteng's impatience. He knew that his brother's mind was like a whirlwind, always calculating, always seeking the best path forward. Laoteng's fingers drummed restlessly on the table, his eyes narrowing as he studied the maps laid out before them. "We need to focus on our strengths, use our advantages to our benefit. Xisa's navy is our greatest asset; we should use it to our advantage."

"There is no sea between Xisa and Yeigh, no vast expanse of water for our ships to traverse. Zhan Cai's forces are land-bound, and so shall be ours. The navy is useless in this fight."

Huishen's eyes narrowed as she studied the map, her fingers tracing the serpentine path of the Dragon River that wound through both Xisa and Yeigh. "The Dragon River is wide and deep, and it runs through the heart of both countries. We can sail our ships from the sea, up the river, and straight into Yeigh's territory. We can surprise them, strike at their heart and catch them off guard," Huishen suggested, her eyes scanning the river's path on the map. "With our ships, we can control the river, cut off Yeigh's supply lines, or even attack their fortifications from the water."

Qingyan nodded in agreement, her fingers tracing the river's course alongside Huishen's. "That is a valid strategy, Huishen. It would force Zhan Cai to divide his forces, to fight on two fronts. But we must be prepared to hold our ground. We need a base of operations, a fortress from which to launch our attacks and from which to retreat if necessary," Qingyan said, her finger tracing the route from the Dragon River to the ancient fortress that sat squarely on the border between Xisa and Yeigh. "This fortress, here, on the frontier. It is old and has seen better days, but it is a formidable defensive position. We can fortify it, turn it into our base of operations. From there, we can launch our assaults on Yeigh's forces and ensure that our supply lines remain secure."

Heilong scoffed at the suggestion. "That ancient relic? It is nothing more than a crumbling pile of rocks, a testament to the decaying might of our ancestors. It will not withstand the assault of Zhan Cai's forces, and it will certainly not serve as a base of operations."

Qingyan, however, saw the potential in the fortress. "The fortress may be old, but it has stood for centuries. With some work, it can be fortified and made ready for war. And besides, it is strategically located. With the right forces, it could be a formidable defense."

Lulong nodded in agreement, his eyes scanning the map and the representation of the fortress. "You're right, Qingyan. But we must act quickly; we cannot underestimate our enemy. We must gather our forces and prepare to march on the fortress immediately. Qingyan, I want you to take control of the army and lead them to the frontier. Fortify the fortress, make it ready for war. Heilong, you will accompany her, lend your strength to our defenses. I trust you both to hold that line against Zhan Cai's forces." Lulong's voice was steady and resolute, his commanding presence filling the room.

Huishen nodded, her expression grave as she turned to Lulong. "And what of the navy? We cannot simply ignore the river. It is a vital strategic location, one that can be used to our advantage."

Lulong looked at his sister, his eyes reflecting the weight of the responsibility he was about to bestow upon her. "You are right, Huishen. The navy is indeed a powerful tool in our arsenal. Huishen, the navy is in your hands. Prepare our fleet. The Dragon River can be our greatest ally or our deadliest enemy. Ensure that it serves us well."

Huishen stood tall, her gaze meeting Lulong's with unyielding determination. "You have my word. The navy shall be ready. We will sail up the Dragon River."

Lulong's voice was firm and resolute, his eyes scanning the faces of his siblings and advisors gathered around him. "But let us not forget that war is not our only option. Diplomacy is a weapon as sharp as any sword, and we must be prepared to use it." Lulong turned to Qianlong, his eyes reflecting the gravity of the task he was about to assign. "Qianlong, I want you to lead our diplomatic efforts. Travel to Yeigh, seek an audience with Zhan Cai, and attempt to resolve this conflict through words rather than blades."

Qianlong's eyes widened slightly behind her round glasses, but her expression remained neutral. "I understand, Lulong. I will do my best to broker a peaceful resolution. But I cannot promise anything."

Lulong nodded, his expression grave. "I know the road ahead is uncertain, Qianlong, but I believe in you. You have a unique talent for diplomacy, and I trust that you will do what is best for Xisa."

Qianlong bowed slightly in acknowledgment, her expression serious. "I will not let you down." Qianlong's voice was steady and filled with resolve. She turned to Lulong, her eyes searching his. "When do I depart?"

Lulong looked at Qianlong, his expression softening. "Tomorrow at dawn. The sooner we begin, the better our chances of achieving a peaceful resolution. Time is of the essence, Qianlong. We must not squander it."

Qianlong nodded, her shoulders squaring with determination. "I will be ready. I promise."

Lulong turned to the rest of the assembled group, his gaze sweeping over each of them in turn. "Remember, our goal is to protect Xisa and our people. We must be united in our efforts, regardless of the path we choose to take. Let us not forget the lessons of the past and the sacrifices of our ancestors," Lulong said, his voice echoing through the war room.

He paused, his gaze falling on Miopokimi, who was quietly munching on a piece of dried fruit, her eyes scanning the maps spread out on the table. "Miopokimi," Lulong said, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth, "it seems my guardian here is well-prepared for any eventuality, even a long strategy meeting. It appears she has brought her own rations."

Miopokimi blushed slightly at the unexpected attention, her cheeks flushing a soft pink. She quickly shoved the remaining piece of fruit into her pocket, her hands brushing against the hilt of her Jian sword tucked away at her side. "I... I just thought it might be a long meeting, that's all," she stammered, her eyes darting nervously from Lulong to the others gathered around the table.

Lulong's smile softened, his eyes filled with warmth and amusement. "Indeed, Miopokimi. It seems you are always prepared, no matter the situation." He chuckled, and the tension in the room seemed to ease ever so slightly. "As for you, Feixin," Lulong added, his gaze shifting to where Feixin was surreptitiously watching one of the maids who had been tasked with bringing refreshments to the war room. "It seems you are more interested in the scenery than in our plans for war." Lulong's words were light, but there was a hint of reproach in his voice.

"My apologies, Lulong. I was merely...admiring the view," Feixin said, his voice a soft purr that held a hint of his usual charm.

Lulong raised an eyebrow, his skepticism evident. "Very well, Feixin. I want you to stay here, in the palace. Keep an eye on our allies, our enemies, and those who sway between the two. Report to me anything out of the ordinary," Lulong instructed, his gaze sweeping over the assembled group once more. "We must be vigilant, for the enemy hides within our midst as well as beyond our borders. Let us not forget that a divided house cannot stand."

Feixin's lips curved into a smirk, but he said nothing, his eyes flicking back to the maid, who blushed under his gaze.

"Now, let us get to work. Time is of the essence, and we have much to prepare for the battles ahead. Dismissed." Lulong's voice was firm, his expression resolute.

The group started to disperse, each sibling and advisor turning to their respective tasks with determination. As they left the war room, Lulong remained behind, his gaze lingering on the map stretched out before him. He felt a heavy sense of responsibility settle on his shoulders, and he knew that the road ahead would be filled with challenges and difficulties. But he was determined to see it through, to protect his family and his kingdom at any cost. He felt a familiar tightness in his stomach, a gnawing worry that he couldn't quite shake off. It was then that he realized that he hadn't eaten anything since breakfast, and he felt his strength waning.

"Lord Lulong," Miopokimi  said softly, extending a small pouch towards him. "You look like you could use some sustenance. I have some dried fruits here, they are quite tasty."

Lulong looked up from the map, his eyes meeting Miopokimi's concerned gaze. He couldn't help but smile at her thoughtfulness, a warmth spreading through him despite his apprehension. "It seems I have been so focused on the task at hand that I have forgotten to take care of my own needs." He reached out, taking the pouch she offered him, and began to munch on a few of the dried fruits.

Miopokimi, however, couldn't contain her impatience and hunger any longer. She quickly snatched the pouch back from Lulong, her eyes wide with apology. "Oh, dear Lord Lulong, I am so sorry! I did not mean to be rude, but I am absolutely famished. I simply could not resist the temptation." She blushed a deep shade of red, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment as she tried to explain herself. "I promise I will get you more, my lord. There is plenty to go around."

Lulong couldn't help but laugh at her eager antics, his eyes crinkling at the corners as he watched her stuff her cheeks with dried fruits. "No need to apologize, Miopokimi. I understand."

As Lulong and Miopokimi shared a moment of levity, a sudden, chilling hiss cut through the air, breaking the tension and startling them both. From under the large table, a figure emerged, cloaked in shadows but unmistakably serpentine. Guoshe slithered into the light, her eyes narrowing as she regarded Lulong. "Ah, dear brother," she said, her voice a low, sinuous whisper. "You seem to have forgotten something rather important." Her tongue flicked out, tasting the air as she spoke, her eyes never leaving Lulong's face. "But do not worry, I am here to remind you. I have something...sustaining, if you will. I have mice," Guoshe hissed, her voice as cold and as sinister as her smile. She slithered into the light, her eyes never leaving Lulong as she revealed herself from under the table. "They were meant for my snakes, but I do not mind sharing. After all, we are siblings, are we not? We must look out for one another." Her tongue flicked out, tasting the air as she spoke, her eyes glistening with a hunger that was not entirely for food.

Lulong, however, did not seem fazed by Guoshe's awkward attempt at endearment. Instead, he simply patted her head gently, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "Thank you, Guoshe, but I do not eat mice. I appreciate your kind offer, though," Lulong said softly, his hand still resting gently on her head. As he patted her, Guoshe's demeanor suddenly shifted, and she began to act like a timid girl, her body shrinking inward and her eyes darting nervously between Lulong and Miopokimi. "I...I brought them for my snakes," she stammered, her voice a soft whisper that held a hint of vulnerability. "I thought they might be...hungry." Her hands twisted together in her lap, her gaze fixed on the floor as she spoke, her usually confident and sinister demeanor replaced by an air of shyness and uncertainty.

Miopokimi, sensing the sudden change in Guoshe's behavior, stepped forward, her expression softening as she looked at the usually intimidating girl.

"Guoshe, I'm sure your snakes will be very excited to see their dinner," Miopokimi said, her voice gentle and soothing. She extended her hand towards Guoshe, who looked up at her with a mix of surprise and gratitude.

Guoshe tentatively reached out and took Miopokimi's hand, her grip surprisingly soft and gentle. "Thank you, Miopokimi," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "I...I'm not very good at...at making friends. I'm just... not very good at talking to people," Guoshe admitted, her voice barely audible.

Miopokimi smiled warmly at her, her hand giving Guoshe's a gentle squeeze."I think you're doing just fine, Guoshe. And don't worry, there's no need to be nervous around us."

Lulong looked at the two of them, a warm feeling spreading through him. Despite the looming war and the tensions within the family, these moments of genuine connection and kindness made it all worthwhile. He knew that, in the end, it was the bonds between them that would see them through the dark times ahead. He made a mental note to check on Guoshe later, to see if there was anything he could do to help her overcome her social anxieties. But for now, he had work to do.

———-
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Meanwhile, somewhere else in the vast palace, Qingyan stood in the shadows of a grand archway, her eyes scanning the crowd of courtiers and servants who milled about the palace's grand entrance hall. She observed the comings and goings of the palace's inhabitants.

"Nao Nao," she said softly, turning to the young spy who stood beside her, his dark hair blending seamlessly with the shadows that clung to the walls. "I have a task for you. I want you to keep an eye on the palace's inhabitants. Watch for anything unusual, any behavior that seems out of place. We cannot afford to have traitors within our midst."

Nao Nao nodded, his eyes gleaming with a mix of excitement and determination. "It will be my pleasure," he replied, his voice barely above a whisper. "I will watch them all, every courtier, every servant. No one will escape my notice."

Qingyan's expression softened slightly as she looked at the young spy. "I know you will, Nao Nao. You have a keen eye and a sharp mind. That is why I trust you with this task." She placed a hand on his shoulder, squeezing gently. "But remember, discretion is key. You must not let anyone suspect that you are watching them. Keep to the shadows, and be careful, Nao Nao. I do not want anything to happen to you." Qingyan's voice was firm, her eyes scanning the crowd with a intensity that belied her otherwise calm demeanor. "Promise me that you will be cautious, that you will not take any unnecessary risks."

Nao Nao looked up at Qingyan, his eyes wide with determination. "I promise. I will be careful, and I will not let anything happen to me. You have my word." He bowed slightly, his gaze never leaving Qingyan's face. "And what of you? You go to war, and you ask me to be careful. But who will watch over you?" Nao Nao's voice was soft, but there was a seriousness in his eyes that belied his otherwise playful demeanor.

Qingyan's expression softened, and she placed a gentle hand on Nao Nao's cheek. 
"Do not worry about me, Nao Nao. I am a strategic mind, not a soldier. I will be at the rear, coordinating our forces and ensuring that our plans remain fluid and adaptable." She offered him a reassuring smile. "But I appreciate your concern. It means a great deal to me." Qingyan's words were sincere, her voice filled with warmth. She gave Nao Nao's cheek a gentle squeeze before releasing him. "Now, go. Time is of the essence."
Nao Nao nodded, his eyes scanning the crowd with a practiced ease. "As you wish," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. He melted into the shadows, his form blending seamlessly with the darkness that clung to the walls of the palace.

Qingyan watched him go, her eyes filled with a mix of pride and concern.
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Chapter 20 - The frontier
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The sun dipped low, casting long, dancing shadows across the ancient stone bridge that connected Xisa to Yeigh.

The fortress near the Yeigh frontier loomed before them, its grim visage a stark reminder of the battles it had seen. The towering walls were a patchwork of ancient stone and more recent repairs, a testament to the endless cycle of war and reconstruction that had marked its history.

Qingyan paced the battlements, barking orders and directing the effort with a sharp, focused intensity. The Xisa army, under her command, was in the middle of restoring and fortifying the fortress, their movements echoing through the ancient halls like the rhythmic beat of a battle drum.

"Over there, reinforce that section with fresh timber! We need to shore up the wall before nightfall," Qingyan called out, her voice carrying through the noise of hammering and sawing. She surveyed the scene, her light eyes missing nothing.

The soldiers worked tirelessly, their bodies slick with sweat. The fortress, once a symbol of Xisa's might and glory, had fallen into disrepair over the years. Crumbling walls, rotting timber, and overgrown weeds were now common sights. But under Qingyan's command, the ancient fortress was slowly being restored to its former glory.

"Lady Qingyan, the supplies have arrived," a young soldier reported, his voice breathless from the rush.

Qingyan turned to face him, her expression softening slightly. "Very good. Have them unloaded and stored in the western barracks. And ensure that the guards are doubled until everything is secure."

The young soldier nodded, snapping a quick salute before turning on his heel and rushing off to carry out his orders.

Qingyan's gaze drifted back to the men and women laboring below, their forms silhouetted against the setting sun. The sight of the fortress, once a bastion of Xisa's power, now reduced to a crumbling ruin, filled her with a sense of urgency.

Qingyan knew that they were racing against time. The fortress would serve as a vital defensive stronghold against Zhan Cai's advancing army. She had studied the fortress's layout and history, and she understood that it was designed to withstand a siege, with a complex system of tunnels, hidden passages, and secret chambers. If they could restore it to its original strength, it would provide a critical defense for Xisa.

But they had to work fast. Zhan Cai's forces were on the move, and every day counted. Qingyan's mind raced with the logistics, the strategies, and the possible contingencies. She had always been a master of defensive tactics, and this fortress was a playground for her strategic mind. She could already see the potential hidden within its decrepit walls, the ways in which she could transform it into a formidable stronghold, a thorn in Zhan Cai's side.

As she watched her soldiers toil under the setting sun, a sense of pride and purpose welled up within her. These were her people, her family, and she would protect them at any cost. She would not let Zhan Cai's ambition go unchecked. She would not let him tear apart the life she had built for herself and her loved ones. No, she would stand firm, and she would fight.
Her expression grew determined as she scanned the horizon, her gaze lingering on the distant hills where the Yeigh army was gathering. She could feel the weight of responsibility pressing down on her shoulders, but she knew that she was ready for whatever came her way. She had always been ready.
Ever since she was a child, she had known that her life would be one of service and duty. She had seen the world through the lens of strategy and tactics, her mind always calculating the best course of action, the most effective way to protect those she cared about. And now, as she stood on the battlements of the ancient fortress, she knew that she was exactly where she was meant to be. This was her place, her purpose, her destiny.
As the sun dipped lower, the air grew cooler, and the shadows lengthened.
Qingyan continued to survey the work being done, her mind racing with calculations and contingencies. She knew that the real test would come when Zhan Cai's forces arrived, and she was determined to be ready.
It was then that she heard the clatter. She turned to see Heilong approaching, his face a mask of disapproval.
"Qingyan, a word," Heilong said, his voice tight with impatience. His eyes scanning the work being done around the fortress. "I must say, I'm not impressed with your plans. We should be out there, meeting Zhan Cai's forces head-on, not hiding behind these crumbling walls."
Qingyan turned to face him, her expression calm yet unyielding. "We are not hiding, Heilong. We are fortifying our defenses, preparing for the inevitable battle. A well-placed defense can stop an approaching army in its tracks. Direct confrontation may be your preferred method, but it is not the only way to win a war." Her gaze shifted to the horizon, her eyes narrowing as she considered the approaching threat. "Zhan Cai's army is vast, but his tactics are predictable. He thrives on brute force and sheer numbers. Attacking him head-on with our current troop strength would result in heavy casualties, at best," Qingyan explained, her voice steady and measured. She knew that Heilong's impulsiveness was a double-edged sword, and she had to be the voice of reason. "We need to be smart about this. We need to outmaneuver him, not meet him on his terms."
Heilong's jaw clenched, his displeasure evident in the tight lines of his face. "You speak of strategy, Qingyan, but I sense hesitation. You doubt our strength, our ability to defeat Zhan Cai."
Qingyan met his gaze, her own expression unwavering. "I do not doubt our strength, Heilong. But I do know our enemy. Zhan Cai is ruthless, and he will stop at nothing to achieve his goals. We cannot underestimate him, nor can we afford to make foolish mistakes."
Heilong's eyes narrowed, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. "I will not sit back and wait for Zhan Cai to strike. We should be out there, rallying our troops, showing them that we are not afraid to face our enemy head-on."
Qingyan shook her head, her voice firm. "And I will not lead our people into a needless slaughter. We are not strong enough to face Zhan Cai in open combat. At least, not yet. We need to fortify our defenses, train our troops, and gather more allies. We need time, Heilong," Qingyan stated, her voice steady and convincing. "I understand your desire to prove our strength and show our people that we are not afraid. But there is a fine line between bravery and recklessness. We must be careful not to cross it."
Heilong's expression darkened as he considered her words. Qingyan saw the turmoil in his eyes, the struggle between his impulsive nature and the logic of her arguments. She knew that he was a proud warrior, that his instinct was to fight rather than to wait.
But she also knew that his pride could be his undoing if he let it cloud his judgment. They needed to be strategic, to play the long game, not rush into a battle they couldn't win.
Heilong looked away for a moment, his gaze sweeping over the fortress walls, the men and women laboring to reinforce them. His jaw worked as if he was grinding his teeth, and Qingyan could see the tension in his shoulders.
She knew that look, that stiffness—Heilong was about to do something rash. He always did when he felt challenged or cornered. Heilong's hand tightened on the hilt of his sword, and he took a step towards her, his voice a low growl. "We will not cower behind these walls, Qingyan. We are not cowards. We are warriors of Xisa. We will meet Zhan Cai's army head-on and show them no mercy."

Pàng Bèn, who had been standing nearby, rushed to Heilong's side. He placed a hand on Heilong's shoulder, his voice calm and soothing. "Heilong, my friend, listen to her. Qingyan's plan makes sense. We cannot afford to rush into battle without a clear strategy. We must use our strengths wisely and exploit Zhan Cai's weaknesses. Let us show him that Xisa is not a pushover, but a formidable force to be reckoned with," Pàng Bèn said, his voice steady and calm.

Heilong's expression softened slightly, his grip on his sword loosening. "Very well, Pàng Bèn. I will listen to your counsel and Qingyan's. But I will not have our people cowering behind these walls like frightened children," Heilong growled, his gaze turning to Qingyan.
Qingyan nodded, understanding the delicate balance she needed to maintain. "I'm not suggesting we hide, Heilong. We're preparing. Every weapon, every barrier we construct here is a testament to our strength. It shows Zhan Cai that we're ready for him, that we won't be caught off guard. This is our opportunity to show Xisa that we're not just capable fighters, but also clever strategists."
Heilong's expression remained stern, but there was a glimmer of understanding in his eyes. "You think we can use this fortress to our advantage?" he asked, his voice still gruff but less dismissive than before.
Qingyan nodded, her gaze sweeping the expansive grounds of the fortress. "With the right strategy, yes. We can use the fortress's natural defenses and our own ingenuity to turn this into a fortified position that Zhan Cai will not easily overcome. We cannot meet him in open battle, but we can meet him on our terms, within these walls. From this fortress, we can easily defend the bridge," Qingyan explained, her voice gaining conviction as she spoke. "And when Huishen arrives with her naval force, we will be ready for anything. We can control the flow of reinforcements and supplies, and we can launch counterattacks from a position of strength." Her eyes shone with determination as she considered the possibilities. "This fortress is more than just a defensive structure. It is a strategic stronghold that can turn the tide of this war."

Heilong's brow furrowed as he considered Qingyan's words. He could see the logic in her plan, the strategic advantage of using the fortress as a base of operations. But the thought of sitting back and waiting still rankled him. "I suppose it makes sense, in a way," he admitted grudgingly. 
Pàng Bèn released a small sigh of relief, his shoulders relaxing slightly. He knew that getting Heilong to see reason wasn't easy, but it was necessary. The fortress was indeed a strategic gem, and Qingyan was right—they couldn't afford to throw away their advantage by rushing into an open confrontation.
Heilong's eyes narrowed as he looked out over the fortress, his mind racing with the possibilities she had laid out.
"Alright, Qingyan. I'll give you your time. But be warned, I won't stand idly by forever. We'll fortify this place, but we'll also prepare our forces. If Zhan Cai makes a move, we'll be ready to meet him," he said, his voice a low rumble that carried a hint of warning.
Qingyan nodded, her expression serious. "I understand, Heilong. And I assure you, we will be prepared."
Heilong's gaze shifted to Pàng Bèn, his expression softening slightly. "Keep an eye on her, Pàng Bèn. Make sure she doesn't get too caught up in her own strategies. We need to be ready for action, not just preparedness," he said, his voice filled with a subtle command.
Pàng Bèn nodded, his expression unreadable. "I will, Heilong. But remember, action without strategy is recklessness," Pàng Bèn replied, his voice calm but firm. "Let Qingyan do her work. Her strategies have served us well in the past."

Heilong nodded, acknowledging his second-in-command's wisdom.

Qingyan watched as Heilong and Pàng Bèn walked away, their heads bent in conversation. She let out a small sigh, her shoulders relaxing slightly. She had won this battle, but she knew there would be many more to come.
She turned her attention back to the fortress, her mind racing with plans and strategies. They needed to fortify the walls, set traps, and train their soldiers in defensive tactics. She knew that time was of the essence, and every moment counted.

Qingyan called out to one of the nearby soldiers, her voice carrying above the din of the workers. "Send a messenger to the palace. Tell them to send more supplies, specifically more timber and iron. We need to reinforce these walls as quickly as possible."
The soldier nodded and rushed off to carry out her orders.

Qingyan turned back to survey the work being done, her gaze falling on the bridge that spanned the Dragon River, connecting Xisa to Yeigh. The river was a fluid, relentless force, its waters swirling and churning beneath the ancient stones. Qingyan knew that the bridge was a crucial strategic point, one that Zhan Cai would surely target in his advance. She would have to be smart, to use the terrain and the fortress's natural defenses to her advantage.
The bridge itself was a formidable obstacle, with its sturdy stone arches and narrow passage. But Qingyan knew that Zhan Cai would not be deterred so easily. She would have to think like him, to anticipate his moves and counter them before he even made them.
But for now, she had to focus on the task at hand.
———-
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The sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across the fortress walls as Qingyan's work continued well into the night. She moved from one section to another, her eyes scanning every detail of the ancient stonework, her mind a whirlwind of calculations and contingencies. The workers labored tirelessly by torchlight, their silhouettes dancing against the flickering flames as they hammered and sawed, their movements echoing through the ancient halls like the pounding of a battle drum. Qingyan checked each section meticulously, ensuring that every stone was set, every timber braced, and every gap sealed. The night was cool, the air crisp, but Qingyan barely noticed. She was fueled by adrenaline and the weight of responsibility that pressed down on her shoulders like a physical force.

Despite the exhaustion that gnawed at the edges of her consciousness, she couldn't afford to rest. Not yet. Every moment counted, every detail was crucial. The slightest oversight could mean the difference between victory and defeat.

Qingyan's gaze darted from one section of the wall to another, her mind racing with a million details. It was then that she heard a soft whisper calling for her. She turned to see a young woman with long, straight light pink hair and a slim frame, standing at the edge of the torchlight. Her eyes were wide, her cheeks flushed from exertion, and she wore a simple leather armor that was darkened by sweat and grime. 
Her eyes darted nervously around the fortress, as if she feared being caught where she didn't belong.
"Lady Qingyan," the young woman said, her voice barely above a whisper.
Qingyan raised an eyebrow, her eyes narrowing as she took in the newcomer. "Who are you?" she asked, her voice low but firm.
The young woman bowed slightly, her eyes never leaving Qingyan's face. "I am Pàxiū, one of the soldiers who joined recently, Lady Qingyan. I thought you might appreciate some tea. The night can be long and cold out here, and a warm cup can be a comfort," she said, holding out a steaming mug.
Qingyan hesitated for a moment, her gaze flicking from Pàxiū to the tea and back again. She was not one to turn down a warm drink when it was offered, but she was also wary of strangers, especially in a time of war.
"How did you know I was here?" Qingyan asked, her eyes searching Pàxiū's face for any signs of deception.
Pàxiū's cheeks flushed slightly, and she looked down at the mug in her hands. "I was reinforcing the wall nearby, Lady Qingyan, but I couldn't take any more. I'm not as strong as the others, and my hands were aching. I saw you standing here, looking so focused and determined, and I... I thought you might appreciate a moment of respite," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. She looked up at Qingyan, her eyes filled with a mix of nervousness and genuine concern.
Qingyan's expression softened slightly at the young woman's meek honesty. She could see the sweat-streaked dirt on Pàxiū's face, the way her shoulders slumped with fatigue. She knew that even the strongest among them had their limits, and it was clear that Pàxiū had reached hers.
"Very well, Pàxiū. I would welcome a moment of respite. Tea sounds wonderful," Qingyan agreed, a small smile gracing her lips.
Qingyan took the mug from Pàxiū, the warmth of the cup seeping into her cold hands as she brought it to her lips. The tea was strong and sweet, a comforting blend that was just what she needed to lift her spirits.
Qingyan took a sip, her eyes never leaving Pàxiū. "You're new here, aren't you? I don't recall seeing you before," Qingyan remarked, her eyes studying Pàxiū as she took another sip of her tea.

Pàxiū nodded, her cheeks flushing slightly at the question. "Yes, Lady Qingyan. I've just finished my military training. I was always the smallest and weakest in my cohort, but I managed to keep up... just barely. I'm not sure how much help I'll be here, but I want to do my part. I really do," Pàxiū said, her voice filled with a mix of eagerness and apprehension.
Qingyan studied the young woman, taking note of her frail frame and the earnestness in her eyes
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