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Chapter 43 - The tribes leader
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The opulent throne room of Lulong was a symphony of dragons, their sinuous forms carved into every corner, their eyes gleaming with the reflected light of the golden chandeliers. The air was thick with the scent of wood and the faint whispers of history, as if the very walls were alive with the stories of Xisa's past. Amidst this grandeur, Lulong sat upon his ornate throne, the weight of his lineage and responsibility a physical presence upon his shoulders. Next to him, Miopokimi, now his official wife, fidgeted nervously with the hem of her gown, her eyes darting around the room as she took in the opulent surroundings. Qingyan, standing a few paces away,

looked equally out of place in the grandeur of the throne room. She shifted her stance, her slender frame seeming even smaller amidst the vast space. Both women exchanged a glance, their brows furrowed in mutual uncertainty. They were waiting, their anticipation growing with each passing moment. They had received word that the one who had united the northern tribes was coming to Xisa, to meet with Lulong. Neither knew who to expect, but they imagined a figure larger than life, one capable of such a monumental task.

Lulong noticed the unease in their expressions and offered a reassuring smile. "They'll be here soon," he said, his voice warm and soothing. "Try not to worry too much. We'll handle whatever comes our way."

Miopokimi forced a smile, her fingers still worrying at her gown. "I hope this person isn't as fierce as the tales make them out to be. I've heard stories of the northern tribes, of their ferocity and strength. I can't imagine anyone being able to unite such a force."

Qingyan nodded in agreement, her eyes scanning the room as if she expected the visitor to materialize before them. "Indeed, I've heard whispers of this person's incredible strength. They say that their very presence commands respect and strikes fear into the hearts of their enemies." Her voice was barely above a whisper, yet it carried an intensity that made the others hush and listen. "I can only hope that their strength is matched by their wisdom."

As if on cue, the heavy doors of the throne room swung open, and a figure stepped into the room. Lulong and Miopokimi gasped, their eyes widening in awe and trepidation as they took in the sight of the visitor. Standing before them was a towering figure, his broad shoulders and muscular frame casting an imposing shadow across the polished floor. His hair was a wild mane of dark curls, tied back with a leather thong, and his eyes seemed to hold the weight of a thousand storms. He wore the hide of a bear, its massive head serving as a hood that cast his face in shadow. The man's presence was commanding, his every movement exuding an aura of power and authority.

Qingyan's eyes widened in shock, her breath hitching in her chest as she took in the sight of the towering figure. "By the dragons," she murmured, her voice trembling with a mix of fear and reverence. "He's even more formidable than I imagined."

Lulong rose from his throne, his expression serious yet welcoming. "Welcome to Xisa," he said, his voice steady and sure. He extended a hand towards the visitor, a gesture of peace and respect. "I am Lulong, the king of Xisa." Lulong extended his hand, waiting for the towering figure to reveal his name.

The man grunted in response, his voice a deep rumble like distant thunder. "Chormakhan," he said, his expression inscrutable.

Lulong waited, his hand still extended, but the visitor made no move to take it.

Just then, a petite woman pushed Chormakhan from behind, her voice sharp. "Move aside, can't you? I can't see anything with you blocking the way!"

Lulong watched as the woman pushed past Chormakhan, entering the throne room with a determined stride. She was small and slim, her short stature accentuated by the large owl feathers adorning her simple robe. Her hair was cut short, with two locks sticking out, giving her an owlish appearance accentuate by her large and round eyes. Her expression was one of barely contained excitement. "You must be Lulong!" she exclaimed, her voice filled with enthusiasm. "I'm Yesuntei, the leader of the northern tribes. It's a pleasure to finally meet you in person!" She extended a hand towards Lulong, her smile wide and genuine.

Lulong raised an eyebrow, his surprise evident. He had been expecting the towering figure of Chormakhan to be the leader of the northern tribes, not this petite woman. "Yesuntei, you say? I must admit, I was expecting someone... different," Lulong said, a hint of confusion in his voice. He glanced at Chormakhan, who stood stoically beside the woman. "I thought Chormakhan was the leader of your tribes. Is he your father?"

Yesuntei chuckled, her eyes sparkling with amusement. "Oh, no, Lulong. Chormakhan is not my father. He's just my... bodyguard, I suppose. He doesn't say much, but I think he understands more than he lets on."

Lulong nodded, his gaze flicking from Yesuntei to Chormakhan, a trace of confusion still lingering in his eyes. "I see. In that case, welcome to both of you, Yesuntei, Chormakhan. We are honored to have you in our midst."

Yesuntei smiled, her eyes sparkling with enthusiasm. "The honor is all mine, Lulong. I've heard so much about Xisa, its rich history and culture, and I'm thrilled to finally see it with my own eyes," Yesuntei said, her eyes gleaming with genuine excitement.

Lulong gestured to Miopokimi and Qingyan. "Please, allow me to introduce my wife, Miopokimi, and my sister, Qingyan."

Miopokimi offered a gracious smile and a slight bow. "It is a pleasure to meet you, Yesuntei."

Qingyan's expression was a bit more guarded, but she nodded politely. "Welcome to Xisa."

Yesuntei beamed at them, her eyes taking in the two women with interest. "It's wonderful to meet you both. I've heard so much about Xisa and its people. I'm eager to learn about your culture and traditions," Yesuntei continued, her eyes scanning the room, taking in the intricate carvings and the portrait of Zhanglong on the wall.

Lulong nodded, a soft smile playing on his lips. "We have much to share and learn from each other, Yesuntei. But first, let's sit and discuss the reason for your visit. Please, make yourselves comfortable." He gestured towards the chairs arranged in front of his throne. "I'm sure you must be weary from your journey. Let's discuss the purpose of your visit over some refreshments."

Lulong gestured towards the chairs, and Yesuntei immediately sat down cross-legged, her posture relaxed and confident. Chormakhan, however, remained standing behind her, his massive frame dwarfing the ornate throne.

Bai, Lulong's personal servant, hurried over with a tray laden with tea, pouring a steaming cup for each of the guests before retreating to her usual place near the wall.

"Thank you, Bai," Lulong said, taking a sip of his tea before turning his attention back to Yesuntei. "Now, tell us, what brings you to Xisa?"

Yesuntei accepted her cup with a smile, her eyes sparkling with excitement. "Firstly, I want to express my admiration for your kingdom. Xisa is truly a jewel in the crown of our continent. The tales of your rich history and culture have always fascinated me, and now, seeing it firsthand, I am even more impressed." Yesuntei took a sip of her tea, her eyes never leaving Lulong's face. "But I am also here on a mission of unity. As you may know, Xisa was once a part of the northern tribes, known as the Dragon Tribe. They were a proud and powerful people, but over time, they separated from the main tribes, and their lineage was nearly lost. But I have reunited the northern tribes under my banner, and now, I seek to bring Xisa back into the fold." Yesuntei's voice was firm, her eyes never leaving Lulong's face. "Once Xisa submits, all 108 tribes will be united under my rule." She paused, taking another sip of her tea, her expression serious. "This is not a threat, Lulong. I believe that together, our tribes can bring peace and prosperity to our continent. But to achieve this, we must stand united."

Lulong's expression remained neutral, but his eyes narrowed slightly as he processed Yesuntei's words. He had anticipated a request for alliance, but the phrase "submit" rang heavy in his ears. He took a moment to respond, his eyes meeting Yesuntei's with a coolness that belied the turmoil within him. "Yesuntei, your quest for unity is admirable. However, Xisa is not a tribe; it is a nation with a rich history and its own unique culture. We cannot simply 'submit' as if we were a fragment of a whole that is waiting to be reintegrated. Our people have their own identity, their own traditions, and their own rulers." Lulong's voice was firm yet steady, meeting Yesuntei's gaze without wavering. "While we appreciate your desire for unity, Xisa cannot simply bend to your will. Our people have fought and died for their independence, and we will not surrender it easily." His gaze was unyielding, reflecting the weight of his words. "We are willing to discuss an alliance, a mutual agreement between our nations for the betterment of our people. But submission is not an option."

Yesuntei's smile faded, her eyes darkening as she took in Lulong's words. "I understand your position, Lulong. But I must remind you that the northern tribes are a force to be reckoned with. Our unity brings power, and our armies are ready to march. It would be in your best interest to heed my words." Her voice was firm, her eyes never leaving Lulong's face. "I do not wish for war, Lulong, but I will not hesitate to use force if it is necessary. The unity of the tribes is at stake, and I will do whatever it takes to ensure our people's prosperity."

Lulong nodded, his expression somber. "I understand your commitment to your people, Yesuntei. But Xisa is not some territory to be conquered or threatened into submission. Our people have their own dreams and aspirations, their own identity that we will not simply hand over."

Yesuntei's eyes narrowed, her expression hardening. "Then I must give you an ultimatum, Lulong. Until the next red moon, you have time to consider our proposal. If you choose not to accept it, our armies will march on Xisa. This is not a threat, but a promise. We want peace, but we will not compromise our unity." Yesuntei's voice was steady, her eyes never leaving Lulong's.

Lulong's expression remained impassive, but the weight of her words weighed heavily on him. He knew that Yesuntei was not bluffing; her determination was evident in her eyes. "We will consider your proposal, Yesuntei. But know this: Xisa will not be bullied into submission. We will explore the possibility of an alliance, but it must be one of equals, not of conqueror and conquered." Lulong's voice was firm, his gaze unwavering as he met Yesuntei's steely eyes.

Suddenly, Bai rushed back into the throne room, her eyes wide with urgency. "Forgive the interruption, Your Majesty," she said, her breath slightly ragged. "The meal is ready. I didn't want it to get cold."

Lulong nodded, his expression softening as he looked at Bai. "Thank you, Bai. We'll continue this discussion after we've eaten." He turned to Yesuntei and Chormakhan, a small smile playing on his lips. "Please, join us for a meal. Food often brings people together and softens even the most contentious conversations."

As they moved towards the dining hall, the scent of roasted meats, steamed vegetables, and fragrant rice filled the air. The servants had set up a grand table, laden with an array of dishes that would delight any gourmand. Lulong gestured for Yesuntei and Chormakhan to sit first, followed by Miopokimi and Qingyan, and then himself.

"This looks delicious, Bai," Lulong said, as she served them each a bowl of fragrant rice. "I hope you didn't go to too much trouble."

"Not at all, Your Majesty," Bai replied, her face flushed with pride. "I wanted to make sure our guests felt welcome. The dishes today are some of our most popular ones—roasted duck with plum sauce, steamed jiaozi filled with pork and vegetables, and a side of stir-fried greens."

Yesuntei's eyes widened at the sight of the food, her mouth watering as she took in the aroma. "This all looks absolutely delicious," she exclaimed, her enthusiasm infectious.

Chormakhan grunted in agreement, his massive hand reaching for a jiaozi before Bai had even finished serving. He devoured it in two bites, his eyes scanning the table for more.

Yesuntei chuckled, her fingers deftly picking up a piece of duck. "I see you approve, Chormakhan." She glanced at Lulong, a playful spark in her eyes. "You have an excellent cook, Your Majesty. The northern tribes are known for our hearty meals, but this is something else."

Lulong smiled, his gaze flicking between the two guests. "We take pride in our cuisine, as well as our hospitality. I'm glad you both enjoy it."

Miopokimi's cheeks flushed slightly as she took a bite of the roasted duck, a satisfied smile spreading across her face. "This duck is divine, Bai. You've truly outdone yourself." She reached for another piece, her eyes closing briefly as she savored the flavors.

Yesuntei laughed, her eyes sparkling with amusement. "I'm glad to see that someone shares my enthusiasm for good food, Miopokimi. It's always a pleasure to dine with someone who appreciates the finer things in life."

Lulong watched as Miopokimi continued to enjoy her meal, a hint of pride in his eyes. "Miopokimi has always had a particular fondness for duck. It's one of her favorite dishes." He looked at Yesuntei, a soft smile playing on his lips. "We should talk more about this unity and alliance over dinner. I believe our discussions will be more fruitful with a full stomach."

Yesuntei nodded in agreement, her eyes gleaming with anticipation. "I couldn't agree more. Food has a way of bringing people together, doesn't it?"

As they began to eat, the conversation turned lighter. They talked about the similarities and differences in their cuisines, the unique ingredients used in their respective regions, and the stories behind their favorite dishes. Despite the tense undercurrents, they found common ground over their shared love for good food. As they ate, the conversation flowed more easily, the initial tension dissipating slightly.

Eventually, Qingyan, who had been quietly observing the exchange, spoke up. "Yesuntei," she said, her voice calm and even, "you mentioned earlier that Xisa was once known as the Dragon Tribe. Could you tell us more about that? It's something we've heard whispers of, but the details have always been elusive." Her eyes were keen, her gaze steady as she awaited Yesuntei's response.

Yesuntei paused, her hand reaching for another jiaozi, her expression thoughtful. "Ah, yes, the Dragon Tribe. It's a story that's been passed down through generations, though the details can be a bit hazy at times. As far as I know, the Dragon Tribe was one of the most powerful and influential tribes in our region. They possessed a unique power, one that was said to be connected to the dragons themselves. Their members had the ability to communicate with dragons, to understand their ancient language, and even to call upon their aid in times of great need. They were revered by the other tribes, not just for their power, but also for their wisdom and their ability to maintain peace and balance among the tribes. However, over time, the Dragon Tribe began to separate itself from the others, preferring to live in isolation. They believed that their power and their connection to the dragons made them superior to the other tribes, and they started to act accordingly. This led to tensions and finally to a great schism. The other tribes, feeling threatened by the Dragon Tribe's growing ambition and isolationism, rose up against them. A great war ensued, one that lasted for decades. In the end, the Dragon Tribe was defeated, their power shattered, and their connection to the dragons severed. The remaining members of the tribe fled, eventually founding what would become Xisa," Yesuntei explained, her voice somber.

Qingyan's eyes widened in amazement. "That's a remarkable story, Yesuntei. I've never heard anything like it before. Is there any truth to this story?" Qingyan's eyes widened with intrigue, her mind racing with the implications of Yesuntei's words.

Yesuntei took a sip of her tea before continuing, her expression pensive. "There are many who believe that the story of the Dragon Tribe is nothing more than a myth, a fable told to explain the origins of Xisa. But there are others, particularly among the older generations of the owl tribes, who swear that there is some truth to it." Yesuntei's eyes drifted off, her gaze distant as she lost herself in her thoughts. "The owl tribes have long held the belief that the spirits of the ancient dragons still reside within the lands of Xisa, their power sleeping but not forgotten. Many of our elders speak of a time when the dragons will rise again, their fire rekindled, and the Dragon Tribe will be reborn," Yesuntei said, her voice barely above a whisper as she looked into the distance.

Lulong leaned forward, his interest piqued. "That's a fascinating perspective, Yesuntei. But how does this story of the Dragon Tribe relate to your desire for unity? Are you suggesting that Xisa has some hidden power that would benefit your tribes?"

Yesuntei turned her gaze back to Lulong, a small smile playing at the corners of her lips. "No, Lulong. I do not believe in the myths of dragon power or ancient alliances," 
Yesuntei said, her voice steady and firm. "My desire for unity comes from a place of practicality, not mysticism. The northern tribes have grown strong, our unity bringing us prosperity and security. But to truly protect our lands and our people, we need the entire continent united. Xisa, with its rich history and resources, could be a significant part of that unity. Together, we could face any threat, internal or external, and build a future where all tribes thrive."
Lulong nodded thoughtfully, his gaze lingering on Yesuntei. "I understand your vision, Yesuntei. A united continent could indeed bring peace and prosperity. "But as I said earlier, Xisa cannot simply 'submit' to your authority. Our people have fought and died for their independence, and that's not something we're willing to give up lightly."

Yesuntei nodded, her expression softening slightly. "I understand that, Lulong. I truly do. However, an alliance with Xisa, as it stands, would be seen as a sign of weakness from the tribes. The northern tribes have fought and bled for their independence, and any hint of compromise could be misconstrued as submission. The other tribes might see this as a crack in our unity, a chance to test my resolve." Yesuntei's expression turned grave, her eyes losing their previous sparkle. "I cannot afford to send a message of weakness, Lulong. My people have sacrificed too much for our unity. I need to show them that I am strong, that I will not falter in my quest to unite the continent."

Lulong nodded, his expression understanding. He knew the delicate balance of power and perception, the importance of maintaining the respect and loyalty of his people. "Yesuntei, your determination is commendable, but so is our resolve. Xisa will not bow to threats or ultimatums. However, nor do we wish for conflict. We wish to find a mutually beneficial agreement, one that upholds the pride and dignity of both our peoples."

Yesuntei nodded slowly, her eyebrows furrowed as she weighed Lulong's words. "I understand your position, Lulong, and I respect it. But know this: the northern tribes are united under my rule, and we will not stand idly by while one of our own stands apart. We will not repeat the mistakes of the past, where the Dragon Tribe's hubris led to their downfall. We will not allow Xisa to be a thorn in the side of our unity," Yesuntei said, her voice firm and unyielding.

Lulong had to find a way to stand strong against Yesuntei's ultimatum while also avoiding all-out war.

Yesuntei suddenly sat up, her expression turning serious once more. She looked at Lulong, her eyes filled with a mix of gratitude and determination. "I want to thank you for the meal, Lulong. It was truly delicious, and your hospitality has reminded me that, despite our differences, we are all just people, looking out for our own." She smiled softly, a fleeting moment of warmth in her otherwise steely demeanor. "However," she continued, her voice taking on a firmer tone, "I must remind you of the deadline I've set. You have until the next red moon to submit to our proposal." With that, Yesuntei nodded curtly to Lulong, Miopokimi, and Qingyan before turning on her heel and striding towards the door, her footsteps echoing ominously on the polished marble floor.

Chormakhan, who had been devouring the remaining jiaozi with vigor, hastily stuffed another one into his mouth before hastening after her, his massive frame surprisingly agile for its size.

Lulong watched them go, a sense of unease settling in the pit of his stomach. Yesuntei's ultimatum left him with little room to maneuver. He knew that war with the northern tribes would be devastating for both sides, but he also knew that Xisa would never willingly submit to another's rule. He sighed, running a hand through his hair as he turned to face his sisters and his wife, their expressions a mix of concern and apprehension.

"What do we do, Lulong?" Miopokimi asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Qingyan's eyes were hard, her expression resolute. "We cannot submit to this ultimatum. We must seek the aid of other kingdoms. If the tribes are united under Yesuntei, then we must unite with the other kingdoms as well. Only together can we hope to withstand this threat."

Lulong nodded, a grim expression on his face. "Qingyan is right. We need to rally our allies and form a coalition against the northern tribes. We cannot afford to stand alone in this fight." Lulong's voice was grave, his eyes scanning the room as if seeking answers. "But first, we need to gather more information. We need to know who else is willing to stand with us, and who might be swayed to Yesuntei's side. We need to know what resources and strength we can bring to this fight."

Qingyan nodded in agreement, her expression somber. "I'll start drafting letters to our allies, asking for their support and counsel. We'll need to tread carefully, though. We can't just go marching into battle without a plan. We'll need to assess our allies' strengths and weaknesses, and we'll need to know more about Yesuntei's forces. We can't afford to go in blind." Qingyan's eyes narrowed, her mind already racing with plans. "We need information, the kind that only spies can gather. I'll send my most trusted agents to the northern tribes, to infiltrate their ranks and learn their secrets. We need to know their strengths, their weaknesses, and any potential dissent within their ranks."

"I understand your urgency, Qingyan. But you must be careful. If Yesuntei suspects your spies, she won't hesitate to eliminate them." Lulong's voice was grave, his expression serious as he met his sister's gaze. "We must ensure that they are well-trained and adept at concealing themselves. Their lives, and the lives of those who help them, depend on it."

Qingyan nodded, her expression stern. "I understand. I'll make sure they are well-prepared and that their cover is impenetrable. But we must also consider our own defenses. If Yesuntei is to be believed, she has a vast army at her disposal. We must be ready to face them."

Lulong's nod was solemn. "You're right, Qingyan. We need to bolster our defenses immediately. We can't afford to wait until the red moon rises. We'll need to start training our troops, stockpiling supplies." He turned to Miopokimi, "Miopokimi, please ensure our stores are well-stocked. We'll need plenty of food, medicine, and weapons to sustain our forces."

Miopokimi nodded, her expression serious. "I'll start making the arrangements right away. I'll inform the royal stewards to begin stockpiling supplies and I'll see to it that our troops are well-fed." She glanced at Lulong, her eyes filled with determination. "We will be ready, lord Lulong. I promise you that."

Lulong smiled at her, a mixture of pride and gratitude in his eyes. "Thank you, Miopokimi. Your dedication and resourcefulness are invaluable to us." He turned to Qingyan, his expression serious. "Qingyan, I want you to start planning our defensive strategies. We need to be ready for any eventuality. Yesuntei's forces might come from the north, but we should also prepare for attacks from other directions."

Qingyan nodded, her mind already racing with tactics and formations. "I'll start drafting plans immediately. But first, we must reach out to our allies. We need their support to stand a chance against Yesuntei's forces. Lulong, you must arrange a meeting with the leaders of the other kingdoms. We need to be united if we're to face this threat."

Lulong turned to his sisters, a determined look in his eyes. "Qingyan, before you begin drafting your plans, I need you to inform our other siblings of what's transpired here today. We must be united in this, and that means all of us. They need to be aware of the situation so we can all work together to protect Xisa."
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Chapter 44 - Strategic meeting in a cell
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The dimly lit cell, tucked away within the labyrinthine depths of the palace, was a curious blend of opulence and imprisonment. The reinforced door, an imposing barrier of iron and steel, was a stark contrast to the sumptuous furnishings within. A plush, velvet-upholstered bed dominated one corner, its rich crimson fabric a stark contrast to the walls. In the center of the room, a round table of polished wood sat on a plush rug, shimmering slightly in the soft glow of the overhead lantern. Several high-backed chairs surrounded it, their velvet cushions inviting. Despite the luxurious surroundings, the atmosphere was one of tense anticipation, the air thick with the weight of unspoken words.
Gao Bao, the infamous strategist and mistress of manipulation, sat at the table, her eyes narrowing as she took in the sight of the three figures gathered before her. Yang Ruo, the diminutive King of Yon-ron, stood with his back ramrod straight, his eyes meeting hers with a defiance that seemed out of place on his usually playful face. The disguise of Ai Dàdǎn was now a second skin.
Beside him, the real Ai Dàdǎn shifted uncomfortably, her discomfort palpable.

Gao Bao's gaze flicked between them, her eyes narrowing as she took in their proximity, her lips pressed into a thin line. The sight of the king dressed in such a brazen disguise was unsettling, and the fact that he stood so close to Ai Dàdǎn made her blood boil. "You two are far too close for my liking," she said, her voice as cold and sharp as a blade. "Step away from each other, now."

Yang Ruo, undeterred by her glare, snuggled closer to Ai Dàdǎn, his arm slipping around her waist in a protective gesture. "As the King of Yon-ron, I can do whatever I want, whenever I want," he declared, a playful smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. His eyes danced with a challenge, daring her to defy him.
Gao Bao's jaw clenched, her fingers drumming against the table. "Enough of this charade, Your Majesty. We have matters to discuss, and I will not have you squandering our time on such trivial pursuits." She leaned forward, her voice steely. "I want you to stop this... this flirtation, immediately. It's unbecoming of a king."
Yang Ruo shrugged, his grip on Ai Dàdǎn tightening slightly. "But Gao Bao, it's not like we're doing anything wrong. We're just... getting to know each other better," he said, his voice light and teasing.
Gao Bao's eyes narrowed, her patience wearing thin. "Be that as it may, it's inappropriate, and it's hindering our progress. If you must flirt, do so in the privacy of your own quarters, not mine," Gao Bao snapped, her voice slicing through the air like a whip. Her eyes bored into Yang Ruo, her displeasure evident. "We have a war to plan, and I won't have your antics distracting us from the task at hand. If I have to repeat myself any further, I swear I'll—", Gao Bao's voice trailed off, her frustration palpable. Her fingers drummed against the table, the sound echoing in the otherwise silent room. 
Yang Ruo, who had been enjoying their little game, finally took notice of her growing irritation. He released Ai Dàdǎn from his embrace, a playful grin still lingering on his face. "Alright, alright. I get the hint. You're right, we should focus on the matter at hand," he said, his voice suddenly more serious. 

Ai Dàdǎn, who had been trying to suppress her laughter, nodded in agreement.

Gao Bao leaned back in her chair, her eyes scanning Yang Ruo's face. She could see the flicker of mischief still lingering in his eyes, but she knew he was trying to be serious. She sighed, her expression softening marginally. “Alright, let’s get down to business then. Okin, thank you for coming. We need your help with something,” Gao Bao began, her voice more measured.
“You’re welcome, Gao Bao. But you’ve got to admit, this is a strange request. What could you possibly need from me?” Okin rumbled, his voice echoing in the room. His gaze flicked from Gao Bao to Yang Ruo and back again, a mix of suspicion and fatigue in his eyes. “And I’m not getting involved in any of your little games, if that’s what you’re calling me for.” Okin’s voice was a low growl, clearly not in the mood for any of their antics.
Gao Bao smiled thinly, her eyes never leaving Yang Ruo. “This isn’t a game, Okin. We have a serious situation on our hands. The northern tribes have been stirring, and we believe they’re planning an attack on Yon-ron. We need your expertise to help us prepare.”
Okin’s eyes narrowed as he processed Gao Bao’s words. “The northern tribes, you say? And what makes you believe they’re planning an attack?”

Gao Bao pushed a pile of papers towards Okin, her fingers brushing against the heavy parchment with a soft rustle. “Intelligence reports, intercepted correspondence, and a few trusted informants among the tribes have all led us to this conclusion. We need to be ready, and we need your men to help us fortify our defenses.”

Okin scanned the documents, his brow furrowing as he read. “These reports are...convincing," Okin admitted, his expression grave. He looked up from the papers, his eyes meeting Gao Bao's. "But what exactly do you need from me and my men?"

Gao Bao leaned forward, her eyes gleaming with a calculating intensity. "We need you to train the royal guards. Teach them the northern fighting techniques, the same ones that made your clan feared across the lands. If anyone can turn our guards into a formidable force, it's you."

Okin raised an eyebrow, considering her offer. "I don't want to fight against my own people if I can help it," he said, his voice a low rumble, barely above a whisper. "I understand the need to protect your kingdom, Gao Bao, but I won't do it at the cost of my tribe's unity." His eyes flicked to Yang Ruo, a question lingering in their depths. "Unless you have a better plan, something that won't end in bloodshed."
Yang Ruo nodded thoughtfully, his playful mask slipping to reveal a more serious expression. "We do," he said, his voice firm. "We need to find a way to bridge the gap between the tribes and Yon-ron. To create an alliance, rather than fueling a conflict. But we must be prepared for anything." His voice was firm, yet fair, a reflection of his newfound resolve. "We want peace, but we must be ready to defend ourselves should the northern tribes prove unyielding."
Okin nodded, his expression thoughtful. "I understand, Your Majesty. An alliance would be ideal, but we must also consider the worst-case scenario."
Ai Dàdǎn chipped in, her voice soft yet steady. "We can't afford to be caught off guard. If the northern tribes do attack, we need to be ready to protect Yon-ron and its people."
Gao Bao's eyes narrowed, her expression turning pensive. "We need to be prepared. Okin, if you're willing, we could start by having you assess our current defense capabilities. See where we're strong, where we're weak. We must appear strong. We must show them that we're not to be trifled with."
Ai Dàdǎn nodded in agreement, her eyes mirroring Gao Bao's resolve. "We should do like the red panda, Okin. When it feels threatened, it stands on its hind legs, fluffs up its fur, and appears much larger than it truly is. We must make Yon-ron appear strong, enough to deter any hostile intentions from the tribes."
Okin's lips curved into a faint smile at Ai Dàdǎn's analogy. "While the red panda's strategy is certainly clever, I must admit, you could have chosen a more threatening animal." His eyes glinted with a mischievous spark, a subtle reminder of his own feral nature. "After all, a wolf would have been more intimidating, don't you think?" He raised an eyebrow, his gaze darting between Ai Dàdǎn and Yang Ruo, a challenge lurking in his expression. "But I understand the sentiment, nonetheless. We must give the appearance of strength, lest the tribes see us as easy prey."
Yang Ruo nodded in agreement, a playful glint in his eyes as he met Okin's gaze. "Indeed, a wolf would be more formidable. But then again, the red panda has its own unique charm and intelligence."
Yang Ruo's eyes twinkled with amusement, his playful demeanor returning briefly. "I happen to find it quite endearing myself."
Okin chuckled, a deep rumble that shook the room. "I suppose it does have its charms. But let us not lose focus, Your Majesty. We have a serious task ahead of us. We must evaluate the royal guards, shore up our defenses, and prepare for whatever may come our way."
Gao Bao nodded, her expression serious. "And to do that, we need your expertise, Okin. We need you to train our guards, to teach them the ways of the north. With your help, we can turn the royal guards into a force to be reckoned with." Gao Bao's voice was firm, her eyes never leaving Okin's face.
Okin remained silent for a moment, his eyes scanning the room. He could sense the tension, the weight of the task at hand. He knew that accepting this mission would mean leaving his own people, his own tribe, behind, at least for a time. But he also knew that it was the right thing to do, the only thing to do. "I will do it," he said finally, his voice barely above a whisper."I will train your guards, and we will prepare for whatever comes." His gaze shifted to Yang Ruo and Ai Dàdǎn, who were engrossed in a conversation about red pandas, their hands mimicking the fluffy creatures' movements as they spoke animatedly. "But I must warn you, Gao Bao, it won't be easy. The guards will need to be committed, disciplined. And we must be discreet. The last thing we need is for the northern tribes to suspect that we're preparing for war." His eyes narrowed, a fierce determination burning in their depths. "I will make them into warriors, Gao Bao. But it will take time, and it will take patience."
Gao Bao nodded, her expression grave. "I understand, Okin. But I must remind you, the royal guards are not the most formidable fighters. Many of them come from wealthy families, with little to no combat experience." Gao Bao's voice was frank, her expression serious. "But I have faith in you. I know that with your expertise and dedication, you can turn them into a force to be reckoned with." She leaned forward, her eyes intently focused on Okin. "Do your best, Okin. The fate of Yon-ron may very well depend on it."

Okin's expression remained stoic, but his eyes glinted with a mixture of resolve and doubt. "I'll do my best. You have my word."

As Okin finished speaking, his gaze shifted to the king, who was now fully engrossed in mimicking a red panda. Yang Ruo's fingers were splayed out, fluffed up like the creature's fur, and he was standing on one leg, slightly wobbling as he tried to maintain his balance. Ai Dàdǎn watched him, her laughter bubbling over, her hands covering her mouth in an effort to contain it.

Gao Bao's eyes narrowed as she took in the scene, a hint of exasperation mixed with amusement in her expression. "Your Majesty," she said, her voice firm yet gentle, "we have a serious matter to discuss. I believe it's time to set the playful antics aside, at least for now."
Yang Ruo looked up at her, his eyes sparkling with mischief. "Gao Bao, you worry too much. Sometimes, a little playful distraction can help us refocus and think more clearly," he said, dropping the pose and resuming his seat. He grinned at Okin, "Besides, it's always good to keep our guests entertained, isn't it?"
Okin raised an eyebrow, amused. "Indeed, it is. But I must agree with Gao Bao on this occasion. We have grave matters to discuss, and while your antics are charming, they may not be the most productive use of our time."
Yang Ruo's grin widened. "Ah, you're right. Serious times call for serious measures," Yang Ruo conceded, his grin fading but not completely disappearing. He leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table, a more somber expression replacing his playful demeanor. "So, Okin, what are your initial thoughts on the royal guard? What do you see as our strengths and weaknesses?"
Okin cleared his throat and began, "The royal guards are well-equipped and have decent numbers, but their training is lacking. They're more used to ceremonial duties than combat. But they're eager to learn, and they seem loyal. With proper training, they could become a formidable force. However, we'll need to weed out any who are unsuitable for combat or lack the necessary discipline."
Gao Bao nodded in agreement, her expression grave. "We'll need to establish a rigorous training regimen, one that will push the guards to their limits. But we must also ensure that their morale remains high. We don't want them to feel overwhelmed or resentful."
Ai Dàdǎn interjected, "We should also consider their mental well-being. Training can be taxing, not just physically but emotionally as well. We need to ensure that they have access to counselors or someone to talk to."
Yang Ruo nodded in agreement, "Absolutely. We need to treat them as a whole person, not just a soldier."
Gao Bao leaned back in her chair, her eyes scanning each face at the table. "These are all valid points. Okin, what's your take on this?"
Okin sat back in his chair, his gaze sweeping over the group. "Normally, I'd want to train them like the members of the Wolf Tribe. But given their current state, I know they're too weak for it. The idea of counselors may not be too bad, though. It would help them cope better with the intense training and the mental strain. We'd need to keep their spirits high. Anything that makes them feel appreciated and valued would go a long way. Gao Bao is right; we can't afford to have them overwhelmed or resentful. We need them to be fully committed if we're to have any chance against the northern tribes."
Yang Ruo nodded thoughtfully, pensively stroking his chin. "So, we need to create a training program that's both rigorous and supportive. We need to build the guards' skills and resilience, but also make sure they feel valued and cared for. It's like...nurturing a young sapling. You can't just give it water and light and expect it to grow strong and tall. You need to prune it, guide it, and make sure it has the right nutrients."
Okin's eyes narrowed, his expression serious. "Exactly. And like a sapling, the guards need to be tough. They need to face challenges and overcome them to grow strong. We can't coddle them , or they'll never be ready for what's to come," Okin said, his voice steady and determined.
Gao Bao nodded, her eyes reflecting the same resolve. "Then we have a plan. Okin will assess the royal guards, identify their strengths and weaknesses, and then develop a training program that's both rigorous and supportive. We'll ensure they have access to counselors and other resources to help them cope with the intense training. And we'll treat them as whole people, not just soldiers."

Yang Ruo's eyes sparkled with determination. "Gao Bao, Okin, Ai Dàdǎn, I believe we've laid the groundwork for the defense of Yon-ron. But we must also consider the other side of the coin - diplomacy. The four of us will need to prepare for our negotiations with the northern tribes." He leaned forward, his gaze sweeping across the group, a sense of shared purpose in his voice. "We can't afford to underestimate their cunning or their resolve. If we're to stand a chance at brokering a peaceful alliance, we must be as shrewd and as determined as they are."
Ai Dàdǎn nodded in agreement, her lips pressed into a thin line. "You're right, Your Majesty. We must be prepared to negotiate from a position of strength. The northern tribes will respect a kingdom that stands tall and confident, not one that cower in fear. We need Okin to ensure our guards are ready for whatever comes our way, and we need to be wise in our dealings. Diplomacy is essential, but we must ensure it is backed by force." Ai Dàdǎn said, her voice laced with resolve. "We'll need to gather as much information about the northern tribes as possible. Their leaders, their customs, their strengths, and weaknesses. The more we know, the better we can prepare for our negotiations."
Gao Bao's eyes narrowed as she considered their next steps. "You're right. Information is power, and we need as much of it as we can get. I have some contacts among the tribes, but they're not always reliable. We'll need to gather information from multiple sources and cross-verify to ensure its accuracy."
Okin's expression hardened as he thought about his people. "The northern tribes are proud and fiercely independent. They won't give up their secrets easily. But I may have some ideas on how to gather the information we need."
––––––––
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Gao Bao nodded in agreement, her eyes scanning the group. "That's a good plan. It's crucial that we have reliable information to guide our strategies. Until our next meeting, let's all focus on gathering as much intelligence as we can. We need to be well-informed if we're to stand a chance against the northern tribes."
Yang Ruo clapped his hands together, a mischievous grin playing at the corners of his mouth. "Brilliant! And in the meantime, I'll make sure our royal guards are well-entertained. It never hurts to keep them happy and distracted while we prepare for the storm ahead, right?" Yang Ruo winked, a playful gleam in his eyes.
Gao Bao raised an eyebrow, a hint of suspicion in her voice. "What exactly do you have in mind, Your Majesty?"
Yang Ruo leaned back in his chair, a cunning smile spreading across his face. "Well, I thought we could organize a little... performance. A dance, perhaps. Something to lift their spirits and keep them motivated during their training."
Ai Dàdǎn's eyes widened in surprise. "A dance? That's a brilliant idea, Your Majesty!" Ai Dàdǎn exclaimed, her eyes sparkling with excitement. "I know just the dance! It's a traditional dance from my home in Xisa. The 'Dance of the Dragon's Wife.' It's known for its grace and sensuality, and it will certainly lift the spirits of the guards." She clapped her hands together, eagerly. "I can teach it to some of the other dancers in the palace, and perhaps even the guards themselves. It will be a wonderful morale booster!"
Okin's gaze shifted to Ai Dàdǎn, who was beaming with excitement at the prospect. He looked down at the ground, his expression hardening slightly. The thought of the royal guards learning to dance seemed frivolous, a waste of time when they should be focused on their training. But he knew better than to voice his opinion, he didn't want to displease Ai Dàdǎn. Instead, under his breath, he muttered, "As long as it doesn't interfere with their training."
Yang Ruo, who had been listening to the conversation with amusement, laughed. "Oh, don't worry, Okin. I'll make sure the guards have plenty of time for both fun and training. After all, a happy guard is a motivated guard."
Gao Bao's eyes narrowed as she studied the king. "And what about you, Your Majesty? Will you be joining in the dance lessons? Or will you be content to watch from the sidelines?"
Yang Ruo grinned, his eyes twinkling with mischief. "You know, Ai Dàdǎn has been teaching me how to dance. I must admit, together we make quite the pair," Yang Ruo said, grinning at Ai Dàdǎn, who blushed at the compliment. "I'm sure the guards would love to see us perform. It might even inspire them to learn a few steps themselves."
Okin raised an eyebrow, his expression skeptical. "Your Majesty, I must insist that the guards' training be our top priority. I'm all for keeping their spirits high, but we must ensure that they're ready for the challenges ahead."
Gao Bao nodded in agreement. "Okin is right, Your Majesty. While a dance performance might be a lovely distraction, we must ensure that the guards are putting in the work they need to be prepared. Let's arrange the dance performance as a reward for their progress, rather than a distraction from their training." Gao Bao's voice was firm, her gaze steady on Yang Ruo.
Yang Ruo's grin faded slightly, but he nodded in agreement. "You're right, Gao Bao. We can't afford to let them slack off in their training. We'll arrange a special performance once they've reached a certain milestone in their training. That way, they'll have something to look forward to and work towards." Yang Ruo's expression turned more serious, his mischievous grin replaced by a determined look. "I understand the importance of their training, and I won't let anything get in the way. But I also know that a little fun and motivation can go a long way. We just need to find the right balance."
Ai Dàdǎn smiled at Yang Ruo, her eyes shining with support. "I'll make sure the guards are well motivated and eager to earn their reward. They'll be training hard and looking forward to the dance performance."
Gao Bao leaned back in her chair, her eyes scrutinizing each face at the table. "Very well. With that settled, I believe our meeting is over," Gao Bao declared, her gaze sweeping over the group one last time before she stood, signaling the end of their discussion.
As soon as the words left her mouth, Yang Ruo turned to Ai Dàdǎn, his eyes sparkling with mischief. "So, Ai Dàdǎn, since the work is done, how about a dance lesson right now? We could use some practice, don't you think?" He reached out, playfully taking her hand and twirling her in a quick, impromptu spin.
Ai Dàdǎn giggled, her cheeks flushing a soft pink as she regained her balance. "Your Majesty, you're insatiable!" she teased, her eyes dancing with amusement. "But I suppose another dance lesson wouldn't hurt. After all, practice makes perfect."
Okin looked away, his eyes narrowing slightly as he watched the king and Ai Dàdǎn interact. The playful banter between them was clear, the chemistry undeniable. He couldn't help but feel a pang of jealousy, a twinge of longing for the closeness they shared. He quickly pushed the feeling aside.
Gao Bao watched the exchange, her expression inscrutable. She knew of the growing bond between Yang Ruo and Ai Dàdǎn, and she found it both amusing and concerning. She needed Yang Ruo focused and dedicated to the task at hand, not distracted by romantic whims. As the two began to dance, their laughter filling the room like melodious music, Gao Bao decided it was best to intervene. She cleared her throat, her voice firm and commanding as she addressed the duo.
"Your Majesty, Ai Dàdǎn, I must insist that our next meeting be strictly business. No distractions, no dalliances. We have much to discuss and even more to prepare for. I suggest we adjourn this meeting now and reconvene tomorrow at the same time. Is that understood?"
Yang Ruo's playful smirk faded, replaced by a more serious expression. He nodded in agreement, his eyes reflecting his sudden shift in demeanor. "Of course, Gao Bao. You're right. We must prioritize our duties. Let's reconvene tomorrow." Yang Ruo, still holding Ai Dàdǎn's hand, gave a slight bow before turning to depart. Ai Dàdǎn, her eyes flashing with a mix of amusement and exasperation, followed suit. As they made their way to the door, they cast a quick glance back at Okin and Gao Bao, a silent understanding passing between them.
Gao Bao watched the pair leave, her eyes narrowing thoughtfully. Once they were gone, she turned to Okin, her expression softening slightly. "Okin, I need you to keep an eye on them. The king's... enthusiasm can be... distracting." She sighed, her eyes reflecting her concern. "I can't afford to have him caught up in a love affair while we're preparing for war. You understand what I'm saying, don't you?"
Okin nodded, his expression grave. "I do. I'll make sure to keep him focused on the task at hand. But I must admit, it won't be easy. The king is... persistent."
Gao Bao laughed, a low, harsh sound that held no humor. "Indeed, he is. But we must try. We need to ensure that his heart remains focused on the defense of Yon-ron, not on fleeting affections."
Okin's lips pressed into a thin line, and he nodded again. "I understand. I'll keep an eye on him, but I must also say that it would be good for the king to have an heir," Okin said, his voice steady and serious. "A strong line of succession would only bolster our position in the eyes of the northern tribes. The king's focus on the defense of Yon-ron is commendable, but the future of the kingdom also requires a secure succession."
Gao Bao's eyes narrowed, considering Okin's words. "You're right, Okin. A strong heir would indeed strengthen our position. But we must tread carefully. The king's affections could cloud his judgment, and we can't afford that, especially not now."
Gao Bao paused for a moment, her mind racing as she considered the implications of Okin's suggestion. "You're right, but we must proceed with caution. If the king were to produce an heir, it would need to be with someone who understands the political landscape and can support his reign. Someone who would be an asset to the kingdom, not a distraction." Gao Bao's eyes softened as she looked at Okin, a hint of sadness in her gaze. "But for now, we must focus on the task at hand. The northern tribes are a formidable enemy, and we can't afford to be caught off guard. We need to be prepared for whatever comes our way."

Okin nodded in agreement, his expression grave. "I understand, Gao Bao. I'll make sure the king stays focused on his duties. And I'll do everything in my power
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