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Chapter 1 - Choosing a successor
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In the heart of the kingdom of Xisa, where the mountains touched the sky and the rivers whispered ancient tales, stood the grand palace of the capital city, Singye. The air was always filled with the scent of blooming flowers and the echoes of laughter, a testament to the love and unity that reigned within its walls. King Zhanglong, with his silver hair and eyes that held the wisdom of a thousand lifetimes, sat in his study, his fingers tracing the intricate patterns on the cover of a worn leather book. The room was a treasure trove of knowledge, lined with shelves groaning under the weight of countless scrolls and books, each one a whispers of the kingdom's rich history.

A soft knock on the door interrupted his thoughts. "Enter," he called out, his voice deep and warm, a soothing melody that his children had grown up listening to. The door creaked open, revealing one of his daughters, Yaoya, her hair like wild grass. She was holding a steaming cup of tea, his favorite jasmine blend. Her eyes, which held the same spark as his but in a vibrant green, twinkled with mischief.

Zhanglong smiled at her, his gaze softening as he took the cup. "My dear Yaoya, you always know when I'm in need of your company." He took a sip, his eyes never leaving hers. "Or perhaps, your insight."

Yaoya chuckled, sitting down on the chair across from him. "Insight into what, Father? Your tea preferences?" She leaned forward, her voice dropping to a whisper, "Or perhaps, the future?"

Zhanglong set the tea down, his expression turning serious. "Yaoya, we've discussed this before. Your visions are a gift, yes, but they are not to be used for such frivolous matters."

Yaoya rolled her eyes, but there was no real malice behind it. "Father, I don't know if I'd call choosing your successor 'frivolous.' It is, after all, the most important decision you'll make for Xisa."

Zhanglong sighed, running a hand through his silver hair. "Yaoya, you know as well as I do the dangers of your gift. Your mother... she was consumed by the night sky. I fear the same for you."

Yaoya's smile faded, her eyes flitting to the window where the moon was starting to rise. She could feel the pull, the familiar tug in her chest that beckoned her to step outside, to look up, and to lose herself in the dance of the stars. She had seen it happen to her mother, the slow unraveling of reality, the overwhelming weight of the cosmos that had ultimately led to her madness. She pushed the thought away, her voice steadier than she felt. "I'm not my mother, Father. I can control it."

Zhanglong leaned forward, his eyes filled with concern. "Can you? Can you truly promise me that?" Zhanglong asked, his voice laced with worry.

Yaoya nodded, though her smile was less confident now. "I can. I promise," Yaoya replied, her voice steady despite the uncertainty in her eyes. She didn't want to see the same fear in her father's eyes that she saw in her own reflection every night. "I won't let it consume me, Father," she whispered, her voice barely audible.

Zhanglong leaned back in his chair, his gaze searching hers. "That's why I want you to succeed me, Yaoya. You have a strength that I've never seen in anyone else. You can see the future, yes, but more importantly, you can navigate it. You can guide Xisa through the storms that are yet to come." His voice was filled with conviction, a quiet strength that mirrored the love he held for his daughter. "Yaoya, I want you to succeed me as the ruler of Xisa. Despite being the youngest, you possess an understanding of our people and their needs that is unparalleled. You see beyond the present, into the heart of our kingdom's future."

Yaoya's brows furrowed, her grip tightening on the armrests of her chair. "Father, I find it strange that you call me the 'youngest.' That title belongs to Guoshe. I know you try, but you can't truly see her as your daughter, can you?"

Zhanglong's expression darkened, his shoulders stiffening as he met his daughter's gaze. "Yaoya, you know the circumstances of Guoshe's birth. She... she is not like us." His voice was heavy with unspoken sorrow, a reminder of the shadow that had fallen over their family.

Yaoya's eyes flashed with defiance. "She is our sister, Father. And she is not some monster to be shunned. She is a person, with feelings and needs, just like the rest of us."

Despite her words, Zhanglong could see the slight tremble in her hands, the way her eyes flickered away from his. He knew. He knew that despite her fiery defense, Yaoya also avoided Guoshe. He had seen how she tensed whenever her sister was mentioned, how she always found an excuse to be elsewhere when Guoshe was present. But he also knew the reason behind it. And so, he decided to change the subject, a tactic he often employed to avoid arguments that neither party was ready to have. "Yaoya consider this—your visions have guided us through many crises. They've helped us navigate wars, droughts, and even internal strifes. Xisa needs a ruler who can see the future, who can anticipate the challenges that lie ahead."

Yaoya paused, her eyes distant as she looked out the window, where the moon now hung heavy and full in the night sky. "But Father, there's a storm coming. A storm that I can't stop if I'm to be the next ruler. My visions... they're not clear. I see a storm, a great darkness that threatens to consume Xisa. But I also see a light, a beacon that can guide us through the storm. That light, Father, is Lulong." Yaoya's voice was firm, her eyes meeting Zhanglong's with a determination that brooked no argument.

Zhanglong's eyebrows shot up, surprise flickering in his eyes. "Lulong? But he's always been so... passive. So unwilling to take charge."

Yaoya shook her head, her wild hair swaying gently. "Passive, perhaps. But that doesn't mean he lacks strength. Lulong sees the good in people, even when others cannot. Only Lulong can bring us together, can bridge the gap between us. Only by working together, as brothers and sisters, can we hope to withstand the storm that's coming." Yaoya's voice was steady, her eyes reflecting the moonlight streaming in from the window. She knew the gravity of her words, the weight they carried. She also knew the resistance she would face, not just from her father, but from her siblings as well. But she was determined to stand her ground. This was not just about her, or Lulong, or even the family. This was about Xisa, their beloved kingdom, and everything they held dear.

Zhanglong was quiet for a moment, his fingers tapping against the armrest of his chair as he considered Yaoya's words. He knew his daughter's visions were not to be taken lightly. They had guided him through many a dark time, and he had learned to trust them implicitly. But Lulong? His mind balked at the idea. Lulong was kind, yes, and compassionate, but he was no leader. The weight of the crown would crush him, Zhanglong thought to himself.

Lulong was a gentle soul, more at home with a brush and parchment than a sword and shield. His mind drifted to the countless times Lulong had spent hours sketching the villagers, capturing their smiles and laughter on paper. He was an artist, a dreamer, not a ruler.

Yaoya, as if reading his thoughts, spoke up. "Father, Lulong can't reign alone. The storm that is coming will be too great for one person to bear. That's why he'll have to unite us, all of us, under one banner. Only then can we hope to weather the storm."  Yaoya's eyes flicked to her father, her voice laced with determination. "If you choose another sibling, they won't even try to work together. They'll be consumed by the power and Xisa will crumble before the storm. But Lulong... he may stand a chance.  It won't be easy for him, but he might be able to succeed where others would fail." Yaoya's voice was low, her eyes reflecting the candlelight flickering around the throne room.

Zhanglong looked at her, his expression grave. He knew his daughter was right. The storm she spoke of was closer than he'd like to admit. The whispers of dissent among the nobles, the increasing attacks from the neighboring kingdoms, all were signs of the tumultuous times that lay ahead. But most troubling were the strange rumors filtering in from the northern tribes. They spoke of a great darkness, a force that was corrupting the land, turning it into a desolate wasteland. Zhanglong had heard the whispers, felt the chill that accompanied them, but he had chosen to bury his fears, hoping that the storm Yaoya spoke of was merely a figment of her visions. But now, looking into his daughter's determined eyes, he felt a shiver run down his spine. He knew he couldn't ignore the signs any longer.

The room was quiet, the only sound the soft rustling of Yaoya's clothing as she shifted in her seat. Zhanglong could see the weight of her words in her eyes, the burden of her visions that she carried alone. He sighed, leaning back in his throne, his hands gripping the armrests tightly. "Alright, Yaoya. I will think on your words. I promise." Zhanglong's voice was heavy with the weight of his thoughts. He knew Yaoya had spoken from the heart, driven by the visions that guided her every step. He couldn't ignore them, not anymore.

Yaoya nodded, a small smile playing on her lips. "Thank you, Father. That's all I ask." She stood up, her chair scraping against the stone floor. "I should go. I've got a few more errands to run before dinner."

Zhanglong watched her leave, his thoughts a whirlwind of doubts and fears.
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Chapter 2 – Resentment
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The dawn light filtered through the high windows of Zhanglong's study, casting long, dancing shadows across the ancient parchments and leather-bound volumes that lined the shelves. The air was thick with the scent of aged paper and the faint traces of the sandalwood incense that burned in the corners, filling the vast room with a hushed, reverent atmosphere.

Zhanglong sat at his desk, his eyes scanning the intricate maps of Xisa spread before him. Each line and curve represented not just land and sea, but the hopes, dreams, and lives of his people. The responsibility was immense, and the weight of it settled on his shoulders like a familiar, comforting cloak. He had ruled with wisdom and compassion for decades, and now, the time had come to choose a successor.

He waited, his heart a mix of pride and trepidation. The throne of Xisa would pass to one of his children, and he hoped that the legacy he had built would be safe in their hands.

The door creaked open, and Yaoya stepped into the room, her wild hair reflecting the sunlight like a halo around her head. She was the first to arrive, as she often was, her intuition guiding her steps before anyone else.

Qingyan followed closely behind, her long, flowing green hair swaying with each measured step. Her fingers, long and elegant, were stained with ink from the maps she'd been studying in her own chambers. "Father," she greeted, bowing her head.

Zhanglong looked up as she entered, his eyes meeting hers with a warmth that belied the weight of the conversation they were about to have.

"Qingyan," he began, standing from his desk. "You know, of course, that Yaoya is my daughter by blood. But you, dear child, are no less my own. I adopted you as my daughter, and I have never regretted that decision."

Qingyan's eyes flickered briefly, the only outward sign of the emotions she kept closely guarded. "Thank you, Father," she replied, her voice steady and calm. "I know that I am fortunate to have you as my parent."

Zhanglong smiled, a soft, warm smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes. "And I am fortunate to have you as my daughter. Now, come, sit. There are things we must discuss."

Yaoya sat beside her sister, Qingyan, their chairs positioned side by side as if to underscore their bond. They had the same mother, with her wild, untamed spirit that echoed in their shared hair, but different fathers—a fact that never lessened the connection between them.

Qingyan looked at her father, her eyes searching his. "What is it, Father? What have you called us here to discuss?" She had always been direct, her strategic mind never far from the surface.

"Patience, dear," Zhanglong replied, his voice soothing. "I will explain everything once all your siblings are present. It concerns the future of our family and the kingdom." He paused, his gaze flicking to the open door as a gust of wind blew it further ajar, revealing the stern, imposing figure of Huishen.

Huishen strode into the room, her short, gray hair ruffled by the wind, her eyes sharp and focused. She halted in front of Zhanglong, her right fist striking her open left palm in a crisp military salute, the sound echoing through the room like thunder. "Father," she acknowledged, her voice a low rumble that seemed to resonate from deep within her chest.

Zhanglong nodded in response, a hint of pride in his eyes. "Huishen, thank you for joining us. I trust your sea voyage was uneventful?"

Huishen's lips curled into a slight smile, brief and almost imperceptible. "As uneventful as the seas ever allow, Father. Pirates and storms were minimal, they offered their usual resistance, but I prevailed," Huishen replied, her voice laced with the same grit and determination that was etched into her face.

Zhanglong nodded, understanding the subtle humor in her words. "That is good to hear. Please, sit. We have much to discuss."

Huishen took a seat across from her siblings, her eyes scanning the maps on the desk, a flicker of curiosity in their depths.

Laoteng was the next to enter, his appearance seemingly at odds with his siblings. Despite being one of the middle siblings, he already looked like an old man. His hair a streaked silver, and deep lines etched his face, giving him an air of perpetual weariness. He moved with a deliberate slowness, as if the weight of his years had become a physical burden.

"Laoteng," Zhanglong greeted him, a hint of concern in his voice. "You look tired. Have you been well?"

Laoteng offered a weak smile, his eyes dull and heavy-lidded. "Thank you for your concern, Father. I have been... busy. The money never sleep, and neither do I." He took a seat beside Huishen, his movements slow and deliberate.

Huishen greeted him warmly, "Laoteng, it's been too long." But Laoteng barely acknowledged her, his gaze fixed on the maps spread out before him. He muttered a barely audible response, "Huishen."

Huishen's smile faltered, a brief flicker of pain crossing her face. She knew her brother blamed their mother's death on her birth, a bitter truth that hung heavy between them. She quickly turned her attention back to their father, ensuring she didn't miss a word.

The door creaked again, and in walked Qianlong, her light blue hair cascading down her shoulders in soft waves. Her round glasses perched on her nose, and she wore a silk robe adorned with delicate embroidery, a stark contrast to Huishen's battle-ready attire. She offered Zhanglong a curt nod, her expression neutral. "My apologies for being late, Father," she said, her voice carrying a hint of indifference. "I was discussing certain matters with Mom, and time got away from me."

Zhanglong's eyebrows furrowed slightly at the mention of her mother, but he simply nodded. "Well, at least you are here now, Qianlong. We are still waiting for Lulong, Feixin and Heilong. Let us hope they arrive soon."

Qianlong took a seat beside Laoteng, her expression cool and unreadable. "I'm sure they'll be along shortly, except Feixin, who will surely be late, as always," she remarked, her voice laced with a subtle edge.

Zhanglong sighed, a hint of resignation in his eyes. "Yes, Feixin's punctuality has always been...flexible."

At that moment, the study door burst open with a gust of wind, revealing Lulong, his hair disheveled and his robes dusted with dirt. He skidded to a halt, breathing heavily, a sheepish grin on his face. "Apologies, Father. I was helping with the harvest in the southern fields and lost track of time."

Zhanglong chuckled, shaking his head. "It's alright, Lulong. Your heart is always in the right place. Please, take a seat."

But before Lulong could settle into one, the door to the study swung open forcefully, hitting the wall with a resounding thud. Heilong strode in, his eyes narrowed and his jaw set in a hard line. Without a moment's hesitation, he pushed past Lulong, sending him stumbling into the chair beside Qianlong.

"Apologies, Father," Heilong said, his voice edged with a harshness that made Zhanglong's expression cloud over. "I didn't mean to be late, but some important matters required my immediate attention."

Lulong rubbed his elbow, wincing slightly. "Heilong, that was unnecessary," he muttered, his voice barely above a whisper.

Heilong's eyes flicked to Lulong, a smirk playing at the corners of his mouth, but he said nothing in response, simply taking his seat next to Huishen.

Lulong rolled his eyes, muttering under his breath, "Always the same with you, Heilong. Always the same."

Zhanglong's gaze shifted to the open door, his expression growing more concerned with each passing moment. "And we are still waiting for Feixin," he murmured, the tension in his voice palpable.

The siblings exchanged glances, a mix of impatience and anticipation flickering across their faces. "While we wait, let's discuss what you've all been thinking about our family's future."

Qianlong leaned forward in her seat, her glasses sliding down her nose. "Father, we all know that you've been considering who will take over after you. But it seems obvious to me that I am the natural choice." Qianlong continued, her eyes fixed on Zhanglong, her ambition barely concealed.

Huishen, however, interrupted her, her voice firm and laced with disdain. "You're no better than your mother, Qianlong. Always scheming, always plotting. Untrustworthy, just like her."

The room fell silent at Huishen's outburst, the tension palpable. Zhanglong's expression darkened, his eyes flicking between his two daughters, the weight of their conflict heavy on his shoulders.

Qianlong's face flushed red with anger, her grip tightening on the arms of her chair. "How dare you, Huishen," she hissed, her voice low and dangerous. "You have no right to speak of my Mom in such a way." Qianlong's voice was tight with anger, her eyes flashing behind her glasses.

But before she could say more, Heilong interjected, his voice cutting through the tension like a blade. "Enough bickering," he said, his gaze fixed on Zhanglong. "I am the eldest, the strongest among us all. I should be the one to succeed Father. It is my birthright."

Qianlong's mouth fell open in shock, her anger momentarily forgotten. "How dare you, Heilong? You cannot just claim the throne because you are older."

Heilong scoffed, his eyes never leaving Zhanglong's face. "It is not just about age, Qianlong. It is about might. About strength. About who can best protect our kingdom and our people. And let's not forget, I am the most skilled warrior among us. I have the strength to lead Xisa into a new era of prosperity and security."

Lulong stirred uneasily in his seat, his eyes downcast. He had always been aware of Heilong's ambition, but the open challenge was unsettling. "Heilong, we all have our strengths," Lulong began, his voice soft yet steady. "Yaoya's foresight, Qingyan's strategy, Huishen's prowess, Laoteng's financial acumen... We are stronger together, as a united front."

His words were met with a snort from Heilong. "Strength comes from the sword, not from sitting in an office pushing papers, Lulong."

Qianlong's jaw tightened, her eyes narrowing as she glared at Lulong. "You listed the strengths of our siblings, yet you conveniently left me out, Lulong. Why is that?"

Lulong shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his gaze drifting away from Qianlong's piercing stare. "Qianlong, you know as well as I do that your strengths lie in diplomacy and negotiation."

Qianlong's expression softened slightly, but her voice remained firm. "Then why not say so, Lulong? Why make it seem as if I have no role to play in our family's future?"

Before Lulong could respond, Heilong scoffed, his eyes flashing with contempt. "Qianlong's diplomacy is nothing but deceit and manipulation. Her negotiations are nothing more than elaborate lies, designed to serve her own ambitions. We do not need such unscrupulous tactics to lead our kingdom." Heilong's voice was like thunder, rumbling through the room and silencing any potential rebuttals.

Zhanglong raised a hand, his expression grave. "Enough, all of you. This bickering solves nothing. The fate of our family and the kingdom hangs in the balance, and yet you squabble like children. I have already chosen my successor, and I will announce it once we are all gathered here. Now, let us put aside our differences and listen to what I have to say with open hearts and clear minds.

The room fell silent, the weight of Zhanglong's words settling over the siblings like a heavy blanket. They exchanged glances, each one's expression a mix of anticipation, apprehension, and in some cases, outright annoyance.

Qianlong's lips pursed into a thin line, her eyes narrowing as she turned her gaze back to her father. "So, you've already made your decision," she said, her voice laced with a hint of accusation. "Without even considering our input? Without even letting us make our cases?"

Zhanglong sighed, the lines on his face deepening with a mixture of sadness and frustration. "I have considered everything, Qianlong. Each of your voices, your strengths, your weaknesses. This is not a decision I have made lightly," Zhanglong said, his voice heavy with the weight of his responsibility.

Just then, the study door creaked open, and in strode Feixin, his androgynous beauty turning heads as always. He wore a silk robe adorned with intricate embroidery, his long light brown hair cascading over one shoulder in loose waves. His eyes, a striking mix of hazel and gold, scanned the room, landing briefly on each sibling before settling on Zhanglong.

"Ah, Feixin, you've finally graced us with your presence," Huishen remarked, her voice laced with sarcasm.

Feixin offered a languid smile, his eyes flicking to Huishen. "Better late than never, dear sister. And you know how much I love a good entrance."

He glided towards the remaining empty seat, taking it with a fluid grace that belied the tension in the room. "I apologize for my tardiness," Feixin said, his voice a low purr that seemed to fill the room. "I was... occupied." His eyes danced with amusement as he looked around at his siblings, his gaze lingering on Lulong. "But now that I am here, I am eager to hear what Dad has to say."

Zhanglong nodded, his eyes scanning the room, taking in each of his children. He could see the tension in their faces, the silent battles being waged within them. But now, with Feixin's arrival, they were finally all here. He could begin.

"Thank you, Feixin," Zhanglong said, his voice steady and calm. "Now that you're here, we can start."

Lulong shifted in his seat, his eyes darting to his father. "But, Father, Guoshe is not here. Should we not wait for her before we begin?"

Zhanglong's expression darkened, his eyes hardening as he shook his head. "No, Guoshe will not be joining us." His voice was firm, resolute. "She has her own ways of finding out what goes on here, even when she's not present. I believe it's best if we proceed without her. Guoshe has her own... unique perspective on things. She doesn't always see eye to eye with the rest of us, and it's best if we handle this matter amongst ourselves."

Huishen's expression softened, a hint of understanding in her eyes. "Father is right. Guoshe is... different. We never know how she'll react to things. It's safer to handle this without her."

Lulong bit his lip, his brows furrowing in concern. "But Father, shouldn't she have a say in our future? She is our sister, after all."

Qianlong scoffed, her voice sharp as a blade. "Lulong, you're being naive. That girl is no sister of mine," Qianlong spat, her voice dripping with contempt. "She's a peculiar creature, twisted and warped. A creepy child, not one of us." Her eyes narrowed, her gaze flicking to Zhanglong, as if daring him to contradict her.

Zhanglong's expression remained stoic, but Lulong could see the subtle tightening around his eyes. He knew his father well enough to recognize the signs of agreement, even if he couldn't voice it openly.

Lulong let it go, he didn't really want Guoshe here anyway. Her presence always brought a certain... uneasiness to the room. He didn't know how to explain it, but he couldn't deny it either. There was something about Guoshe that made him uneasy, something that made him question even the simplest of her actions. But now was not the time to dwell on that. He looked at his father, eager to hear the decision that would shape the future of their family and kingdom.

Zhanglong took a deep breath, his gaze sweeping over each of his children. The weight of his decision hung heavy in the air, and he could see the anticipation and apprehension etched on their faces. He knew that his decision would not please everyone, but he hoped that in time, they would come to see the wisdom in his choice.

"My children," he began, his voice steady and firm. "I have given this decision much thought and consideration. I have weighed the strengths and weaknesses of each of you, and, guided by Yaoya's visions and my own intuition. I have come to a conclusion that I believe will best serve our family and our kingdom."

Zhanglong paused, his gaze scanning the room, his eyes lingering on each of his children for a moment before continuing. "I have decided that Lulong will be my successor. He will be the next king of Xisa."

A heavy silence descended upon the room, a palpable tension that seemed to choke the very air. The siblings sat frozen, their eyes wide with disbelief, shock, and in some cases, outright disapproval.

Qianlong was the first to break the silence, her voice a sharp, incredulous bark. "Lulong? Father, you cannot be serious. He is the least qualified among us! He has no ambition, no skill in combat, no talent for strategy or negotiation. How can you possibly think he is fit to rule?"

Heilong's reaction was more visceral; he leapt to his feet, his chair clattering to the floor behind him. "This is a joke, right?!" Heilong growled, his hands clenched into fists at his sides. The tendons in his neck stood out like ropes as he glared at Zhanglong, his eyes burning with barely contained fury. "You cannot possibly be considering Lulong as your successor. He's weak, inexperienced, and unfit to rule!"

Zhanglong remained seated, his expression unchanged despite the storm of emotion brewing around him. "Sit down, Heilong," he said, his voice calm yet firm. "Your outburst does not change the fact that I have made my decision. It is my hope that you will all work together to support Lulong. Our family's legacy is at stake, and I believe that a united front will be the key to our continued success," Zhanglong declared, his voice steady and resolute despite the storm of protest brewing around him. "Now, I would like to hear each of your thoughts on how we can best support Lulong in his new role."

Heilong's eyes narrowed, his nostrils flaring as he glared at Zhanglong. "You expect us to just... accept this? To support him, after he's been handed something that should have been mine ?!" Heilong spat, his chest heaving with the force of his breaths. "I refuse to stand here and listen to this nonsense. You've made a mistake, Father. A grave one." With that, Heilong turned on his heel and stormed out of the room, the door slamming behind him with a resounding boom. The force of it rattled the very walls, leaving the siblings in stunned silence.

Zhanglong's eyes followed Heilong's departure, a faint trace of sadness etched into the lines of his face. He knew that his eldest son's pride would be difficult to soothe, but he hoped that time, and perhaps a measure of humility, would eventually convince Heilong to see reason.

Huishen stood, her chair scraping against the floor with a harsh grind. She looked at her father, her expression stoic, but not without a hint of resignation. "Father," she said, her voice measured and calm, a stark contrast to the storm raging around them. "I accept your decision. Lulong is your son, and your choice is your own. But I cannot simply fall in line and offer my support without question." She turned to face Lulong, her eyes hardening as they met his. "You are not ready, Lulong. You have much to prove before I can stand behind you as your sister and as your commander. Until then, I will not lift a finger to help you." She turned to Zhanglong, giving him a sharp, military salute before striding out of the room.

Laoteng stood up slowly, his chair creaking beneath him. He said nothing, simply turning and exiting the room with a measured, deliberate pace. His departure was a silent protest, a statement that spoke volumes without a single word.

Qingyan stood up from her seat, her movements slow and deliberate. She looked at her father, her eyes searching his. She had always been direct, her strategic mind never far from the surface, but this time, she was uncertain. As an adopted daughter, she felt a pang of guilt, as if she was overstepping her bounds. She sighed, her breath shuddering slightly. "Father, I accept your decision. I trust that you have considered all factors and made the choice that is best for our family and our kingdom," she said, her voice steady and calm. She paused, her gaze flickering to Lulong, a hint of kindness in her eyes. "Lulong, I will support you in whatever way I can. Your heart is true, and your intentions are pure. That is all that matters," Qingyan assured him, before she too left the room, the sound of her retreating footsteps echoing in the otherwise silent chamber.

Feixin sighed dramatically, shaking his head in mock dismay. "Well, this has been a very eventful family gathering. I must say, Dad, you have a flair for the dramatic. A real talent for creating chaos." Feixin's lips curled into a mischievous smile as he looked at Lulong, his eyes glinting with amusement. "Congratulations, dear brother. I suppose this means I'll have to put my plans for world domination on hold and step into the role of loyal, supportive sibling. How terribly boring. But don't worry, I can be as supportive as the next sibling. After all, I do have my own interests to consider." 
Feixin's smile was as fake as his laughter.
Lulong knew his brother well enough to recognize the schemes brewing behind his eyes. But for now, he would take what support he could get.

"Thank you, Feixin. I appreciate your... support," Lulong replied, his tone laced with a hint of sarcasm. He knew Feixin's loyalty was not to be trusted, but he also knew that his brother's support, even if driven by self-interest, could be valuable in the coming days.

Feixin shrugged, his smile fading. "Well, don't expect too much from me. I have my own dreams to chase, and I won't let them be derailed by some boring throne." With that, he too, left the room, leaving only Lulong, Qianlong, Yaoya, and Zhanglong.

Qianlong turned to Lulong, a falsely sweet smile plastered on her face. "Congratulations, Lulong. I will, of course, support you in your new role. After all, we are family." Her voice was like honey, but Lulong could taste the poison beneath. He knew his sister well, and her ambition was as clear as the light blue of her hair. He had no illusions that she would do anything but stab him in the back at the first opportunity, but he knew that for now, she would play the part of the supportive sibling. He simply nodded, acknowledging her words but keeping his guard up. "Thank you, Qianlong. I appreciate your support."

Qianlong rose from her seat, smoothing out her robe before turning to face Zhanglong. "Father, I have my own ambitions, as I'm sure you're aware. But for now, I will stand by Lulong. After all, a united front is always stronger than a divided one. I'll do what I can to help smooth over any... disagreements that may arise." Her smile held a hint of malice, a promise of hidden agendas and backroom deals.

Zhanglong's expression darkened, his eyes narrowing as he watched Qianlong leave the room. He had known his daughter's ambition for years, had seen it grow and twist like a vine, choking out any semblance of genuine affection or loyalty. He was under no illusion that she would stand idly by. The thought of what schemes she might be cooking up sent a shiver down his spine, but he pushed the fear aside, determined to see this through.

Yaoya, who had been silent throughout the tense exchange, spoke up, her voice soft yet firm. "Lulong," she began, her eyes never leaving his face. "The hard part starts now. You must do your best to unite our siblings. Our family's legacy, our kingdom's future, depends on it."

Lulong nodded, his eyes reflecting the gravity of the situation. "I know, Yaoya. I understand the task ahead of me. But how? How do I unite them when they are so divided?" Lulong's voice was filled with a mix of determination and uncertainty. He had always been good at bringing people together, but this felt different. This felt like trying to mend a scattered, broken vase, only to find that the pieces were sharp and cutting.

Yaoya's wild, untamed hair seemed to sway with her movements as she rose from her seat, crossing the room to stand before Lulong. She placed a hand on his shoulder, her eyes filled with a combination of concern and resolve. "Lulong, you have a gift that none of our siblings possess. You can see the good in all of us, even when it's buried deep."

Lulong looked up at her, his eyes filled with a mix of doubt and hope. "But what if it's not enough, Yaoya? What if they're too far gone? Too consumed by their ambitions and resentments?"

Yaoya's grip on his shoulder tightened, her eyes burning with intensity. "Lulong, you don’t have a choice. You must do this, whether you like it or not."

Lulong looked up at her, a mix of apprehension and determination in his eyes. I understand the weight of the responsibility. But how do I even begin to heal these rifts? How do I make them see that we are stronger together than apart?"

Zhanglong rose from his chair, his tall figure commanding the room. "Lulong, my son, you must start by understanding their perspectives. Each of your siblings has their reasons for reacting the way they did. You must reach out to them individually, listen to their concerns, and address them sincerely. Remember, they are your family, and you share a bond that goes beyond mere blood relations."

"We all have our roles to play, Lulong, and our family's future depends on us working together. Especially Guoshe. You will need her support if you are to succeed." The mention of their enigmatic sister sent a shiver down Lulong's spine, a mix of unease and determination. He knew Yaoya was right, but the thought of facing Guoshe filled him with a dread he couldn't explain. He had always found her unsettling, her unpredictable behavior and eerie silence making it hard to gauge her intentions. Yet, he also knew that Yaoya's visions were never wrong, and if she said Guoshe was key to their future, then he had to find a way to bring her into the fold.

Yaoya smiled at him, her eyes softening. "I know it's overwhelming, Lulong, but you are not alone. You have me, and your siblings, even if some of them are... difficult. You must be patient and understanding, but also firm and resolute. You cannot let their ambitions and resentments divide our family further."

Lulong nodded, his brows furrowed as he tried to process the weight of his new responsibilities. The room seemed to spin around him as he considered the monumental task before him. He knew his siblings well, their strengths and weaknesses, their dreams and fears. But how could he possibly bridge the divides that had been carved so deeply into their hearts?

Lulong took a deep breath, trying to steady himself. He knew that panicking wouldn't solve anything. He needed a plan, a clear path forward.

Lulong exhaled slowly, his eyes locked on the intricate carvings of the old desk, trying to find some semblance of order in the chaos swirling around him. He needed a moment to collect his thoughts, to process the whirlwind of emotions and challenges that lay before him.

Zhanglong, sensing his son's turmoil, placed a calming hand on Lulong's shoulder. "Lulong, my son," he said, his voice soothing and steady. "This is a lot to take in, I know. But remember, you have time to think, to plan, and to strategize. Do not rush into anything. Take your time and think carefully about how you will approach this new role. We will speak about it more later, when your mind is clear and you have had a chance to consider your options." Zhanglong's voice was gentle yet firm, his gaze softening as he looked at Lulong. "For now, go and rest. Clear your mind, take a walk, do whatever you need to do to find some peace. This is a big change, and it's important that you approach it with a calm mind and a clear heart."

Lulong nodded, his eyes still fixed on the desk. He knew his father was right; he needed time to process this, to make sense of the whirlwind that had just swept through his life. But as he looked up at Zhanglong, he couldn't help but feel a pang of anxiety. This was his family, his siblings, his legacy. And now, he was supposed to lead them, to unite them, to guide them into the future. The thought was both exhilarating and terrifying.

Lulong looked up at his father, a mixture of gratitude and apprehension in his eyes. "Thank you, Father," he murmured. "I'll... I'll take some time to think." He rose from his chair, his movements slow and deliberate, as if the weight of his new role was already pressing down on him.
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Chapter 3 – Opposition
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The palace's garden was a carefully orchestrated chaos of wild plants and towering trees that seemed to touch the sky. The scent of blooming flowers and the hum of bees filled the air, creating an atmosphere that was both serene and slightly untamed. Lulong wandered the winding paths, his hands clasped behind his back, a habit he'd picked up from his father. His footsteps echoed softly on the stone path, his mind a whirlwind of thoughts and concerns.

"You're thinking too hard, Lulong," a voice interrupted his solitude. Heilong emerged from behind a large, gnarled tree, his eyes gleaming with an intensity that made Lulong uneasy. He was dressed in black, a stark contrast to the vibrant greenery around them, his sword hanging at his side like a permanent extension of himself.

Lulong offered a small smile, trying to keep the conversation light. "Just enjoying the garden, Heilong. It's been a while since I've had a chance to appreciate it."

Heilong scoffed, kicking a stone out of his path. "Appreciate it? This place is a waste of space," Heilong spat, his eyes scanning the garden with distaste. "Father always was too soft, letting things grow wild like this. It's a mess, just like his decision to make you the heir."

Lulong's smile faded, but he kept his voice steady. "I'm sure you have your reasons for saying that, Heilong. But I believe Father saw something in me worth nurturing."

Heilong took a step closer, his voice dropping to a low growl. "Nurturing? You're a weed, Lulong. A weak, pathetic weed choking out the strong, true plants. You shouldn't be the heir. You'll lead us into ruin." Heilong's voice was low, but the threat was clear. "Our family, our kingdom, everything Father built. You'll destroy it all. But it doesn't have to be that way. Renounce the throne, Lulong. Step down now, and I'll ensure you're well taken care of. You can have your paintings, your peace. No one will bother you."

Lulong looked at his brother, a mix of sadness and determination in his eyes. "You don't mean that, Heilong. You've always been driven by ambition, not concern for my well-being. I can't accept your offer, Heilong. Father chose me for a reason, and I won't let him down."

Heilong's face darkened, his jaw clenching as he took another menacing step forward. "You're a fool, Lulong. A weak, naive fool. I'll take what's mine by force if I have to. Think carefully about it, Lulong. You know I'm not one to make empty threats," Heilong said, his voice dripping with venom as he loomed over Lulong. "If you're smart, you'll step down before it's too late." With that, Heilong turned on his heel and stormed off, leaving Lulong alone with his thoughts in the suddenly oppressive garden.

Lulong took a deep breath, trying to shake off the weight of Heilong's words. He knew his brother meant every threat, and the thought of a power struggle tearing their family apart sickened him. He began to pace, his mind racing as he tried to find a solution that would keep their family united.

As if on cue, a familiar figure emerged from the shadows, her light blue hair shimmering in the dappled sunlight. Qianlong approached Lulong, her round glasses reflecting the greenery around them. She offered him a warm smile, her eyes scanning him for any signs of the confrontation with Heilong.

"Lulong, there you are. I've been looking all over for you," she said, her voice laced with concern. "Everything alright? You look like you've seen a ghost."

Lulong managed a small smile, grateful for the distraction. "Just Heilong. He has... strong opinions about my leadership."

Qianlong's eyes narrowed slightly, her smile never wavering. "Ah, Heilong. Always the charmer, I'm sure. But don't let him get to you, Lulong. You know your worth, and so do I. Father chose you for a reason, and I have every faith that you'll make him proud."

Lulong nodded, appreciating her support, however superficial it might be. "Thank you, Qianlong. That means a lot."

She waved a dismissive hand, her eyes scanning the garden. "Trust me, Lulong. If this succession proves too heavy for you, I'm here to help you bear the weight. You don't have to do this alone." Her voice was soft, yet filled with an underlying resolve that made Lulong pause.

He looked into her eyes, seeing a glint of something more calculating than supportive. He knew Qianlong was always scheming, but this time, there was something different. Something more urgent. It was as if she was positioning her pieces on a chessboard, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. Lulong knew he had to tread carefully around Qianlong, especially now. He offered her a reassuring smile, "I appreciate your support, Qianlong. More than you know. But I think I can manage. For now, at least."

Qianlong's smile widened, but her eyes remained calculating. "Of course. I'm just here to offer my assistance. Now, enough about that unpleasantness. Let's discuss something more pleasant, shall we?" She gestured to a nearby bench, inviting him to sit. "Come, let's talk about something more enjoyable. How about your painting? Have you found the time to work on your landscapes lately?"

Lulong sat down, the tension from his encounter with Heilong beginning to ebb away. "Not as much as I'd like. But I did manage to capture the sunset the other day. It was quite stunning, really," Lulong said, a genuine smile spreading across his face as he thought about his painting. "The way the light hit the water, creating these shimmering waves of gold and orange... it was breathtaking."

Qianlong nodded, her eyes never leaving Lulong's face. "I've always admired your ability to find beauty in the most mundane things, Lulong. It's truly a gift. One that will serve you well as king, I'm sure."

Lulong chuckled softly, leaning back on the bench. "I'm not so sure about that. But thank you, Qianlong. Your faith in me means a great deal."

Qianlong's smile turned slightly enigmatic, as if she knew something Lulong didn't. "I have faith in you, Lulong. But faith can be a fickle thing. It can be strengthened, or it can be... undermined." She let the words hang in the air, her gaze intense.

Lulong felt a chill run down his spine. He knew Qianlong well enough to recognize when she was making a veiled threat. "What do you mean, Qianlong?" he asked, his voice steady, but with an underlying current of tension.

Qianlong leaned in, her eyes sparkling with a mix of mischief and danger. "I mean, Lulong, that in politics, as in life, appearances can be deceiving. People can appear one way, but have very different intentions hidden beneath the surface. Like a snake in the grass, waiting to strike when least expected."

Qianlong's words echoed in Lulong's mind, sending a shiver down his spine. He was about to probe further when a sudden rustling of leaves behind him made him turn. Out from behind a bush emerged a figure, her long hair as black as a moonless night, her  slited eyes an eerie, piercing red. Guoshe, the youngest of their siblings, stepped into the open, her lips curled into a sinister smile.

"Lulong," she cooed, her voice like a hiss, her serpentine tongue flicking out, tasting the air. "I've been searching for you. I want to congratulate my dear brother on being chosen as the successor." Her red eyes, reminiscent of a snake's, lingered on Lulong, the malice behind them palpable.

Qianlong shot to her feet. "Oh, Guoshe, darling, there you are. I must be going now. I promised Mother I'd come by and discuss some matters with her. You know how she can be when she's feeling neglected." She turned to Lulong, her smile as sweet as poison. "It was lovely catching up, Lulong. Do give your regards to Father for me. Until we meet again." With that, she sauntered away, leaving Lulong alone with Guoshe.

Guoshe watched her sister depart, her smile never wavering. Once Qianlong was out of sight, she turned her full attention back to Lulong. "So, dear brother, the throne is yours now, isn't it? I must say, it's a delightful surprise. I hadn't thought Zhanglong had it in him to make such an unconventional choice." Guoshe's voice dripped with sarcasm as she slowly circled Lulong, her eyes never leaving him.

Lulong maintained a neutral expression, despite the unease Guoshe's proximity caused. "Guoshe, it's been a while. What brings you to the garden?"

Guoshe's laugh was a soft, hissing sound. "You see, Lulong, all these secrets, all these webs of deceit, they're just... inevitable. Like the tide, don't you think?" She leaned in, her voice dropping to a whisper. " As the snake sheds its skin, so too must the truth emerge. " She hissed like a snake, the sound sending a shiver down Lulong's spine. "Remember, dear brother, not all snakes strike from the front."

Lulong took a step back, the hair on the back of his neck standing up. He knew Guoshe's words were more than just a warning; they were a threat. "And what, exactly, are you suggesting, Guoshe?" he asked, his voice steady despite the unease he felt.

Guoshe's smile widened, revealing a hint of her fangs. "I'm suggesting, dear brother, that in our family, the games of power are played in the shadows. And someone like me thrives in the darkness," Guoshe said, her red eyes gleaming with a malicious glee.

She reached out a hand, running a long, sharp nail down Lulong's cheek, leaving a thin, stinging trail in its wake. "Don't let the throne blind you, Lulong. In our family, friends are few, and enemies are many. You must be careful, dear brother," Guoshe said, her voice dropping to a low hiss, the threat in her words as clear as the venom coating her fangs. She leaned in closer, her breath hot on his ear. "Be mindful of who is standing beside you, and who is waiting in the shadows to strike."

Lulong flinched at her touch, the sting on his cheek a stark reminder of the threat she posed. He looked into her serpentine eyes, seeing the malice that lurked within. "You seem to know a great deal about the shadows, Guoshe. I'll take your advice to heart," he said, his voice steady despite the fear that gripped him.

Guoshe chuckled, a sound that chilled him to the bone. "I'm glad to hear it, dear brother. It would be a shame if something were to happen to you before you truly grasped the power you now wield."

With that, Guoshe stepped back, her eyes never leaving Lulong's as she retreated into the garden's shadows. Lulong watched her go, the weight of her words settling heavily on his shoulders. He took a deep breath, trying to shake off the unease that had settled in the pit of his stomach.

He knew the game of power that Guoshe, Qianlong, and even Heilong were playing. It was a dangerous one, and he was the unwilling pawn caught in the middle of it all. He looked up at the sky, the once-tranquil garden now feeling like a treacherous labyrinth. Lulong took a deep breath, steeling himself for what lay ahead.

As he made his way back to the palace, he couldn't shake off the eerie feeling that lingered. Every rustle of leaves, every whisper of wind felt like a threat, a reminder of the shadows that lurked within his own family. He knew he couldn't afford to be distracted, not now. He had to stay focused, stay alert.

The palace was abuzz with activity when Lulong finally stepped inside. Servants rushed past him, their arms laden with orders and missives, their faces etched with a mixture of concern and determination. Lulong couldn't help but feel a pang of worry. Something was amiss, and he couldn't shake the feeling that it was somehow connected to the recent tensions within his family.

He made his way to his private chambers, his mind racing with thoughts of Heilong, Qianlong, and Guoshe. Each sibling posed a unique threat, and Lulong knew he had to tread carefully.

As he sat in his chambers, the flickering candlelight casting elongated shadows on the wall, he couldn't shake off the feeling of unease that had settled within him. Suddenly, the shadows began to writhe, taking on sinuous, serpentine forms. Lulong blinked, rubbing his eyes with his hands, but the hallucinations persisted. He knew immediately what was causing them—Guoshe's threat was more than just words.

"Guoshe," he whispered to himself, his heart pounding in his chest. He tried to rise, but the room spun around him, the shadows morphing into twisted, grotesque shapes. He slumped back into his chair, gripping the arms tightly, his knuckles turning white as he fought against the illusions. This was only the beginning, he knew. Guoshe was not going to make this easy for him.

As Lulong whispered her name, the ceiling of his chamber seemed to shiver and groan. A large, ominous crack appeared, spreading out like a spider's web, and before Lulong could react, Guoshe slithered from the darkness of the ceiling, her  body writhing as she fell towards him. She hit the ground with a soft thud, her red eyes glinting in the candlelight as she coiled herself at his feet, her forked tongue flicking out tasting the air.

Lulong's heart leapt into his throat, his hands gripping the arms of his chair so tightly that his knuckles turned white. "Guoshe," he gasped, his voice barely above a whisper. "What are you doing?"

Guoshe's smile was as cold as ice. "Did you summon me, dear brother?" she hissed, her red eyes never leaving Lulong's face.

Lulong's grip on the chair tightened, his heart pounding in his chest as he tried to maintain his composure. "Guoshe, what are you doing here?" he managed to ask, his voice steady despite the fear that gripped him.

"I heard my name on your lips, dear brother. I couldn't resist the urge to come and pay you a visit," she said, her voice dripping with malice as she began to coil herself around his legs.

Lulong took a deep breath, attempting to calm his racing heart. He knew he had to maintain control, not let his fear show. "I wasn't expecting you to drop in like this, Guoshe. Especially not from the ceiling," he said, his voice steady, a hint of humor in his words despite the fear that gripped him. "People usually use the door for that sort of thing."

"Ah, yes, the door," she mused, her eyes never leaving his. "I'll try to remember that for next time, dear brother."

Before Lulong could react, she coiled herself around his waist and eased onto his lap, nestling against him. He felt a shiver run down his spine as he noticed her body was colder than ice, her skin like marble beneath his touch.

Lulong stiffened at her unexpected closeness, his heart pounding in his chest. "Guoshe, what are you doing?" he asked, his voice barely above a whisper, trying to conceal the fear that gnawed at him. "This isn't appropriate."

Guoshe leaned in, her breath hot on Lulong's ear. "Isn't it, dear brother? We're family, after all. Isn't that what family is for?" Guoshe's voice was a low purr, her tongue flicking out to taste the air near his ear, sending a shiver down his spine. "Besides, dear brother, you're the one who called me here. I heard your whisper as clear as a bell, begging me to come. I couldn't resist, could I?"

Lulong's grip on the chair's arms tightened, his knuckles aching from the effort. "Guoshe, I-I didn't mean to call you. I was just thinking about you, that's all. I was worried, after your... threats earlier." His voice wavered slightly, betraying the fear that gripped him.

Guoshe chuckled, a sound that sent another shiver down Lulong's spine. "Worried? About little old me? How sweet." She ran her sharp nails lightly over the curve of his cheek, leaving a thin, stinging trail. "You shouldn't worry about me, dear brother. You should worry about yourself. After al, the target is on your back, and everyone wants a piece of you," Guoshe whispered, her voice a hiss in his ear. "You should be very, very afraid, Lulong. Very afraid indeed."

Lulong's heart pounded in his chest as he felt her cold breath on his skin. "Guoshe, what are you hinting at?"

Guoshe's smile turned into a wicked grin, her red eyes glinting with a malicious delight. "I'm not hinting at anything, dear brother. I'm spelling it out for you. You're in danger," Guoshe hissed, her voice a low, venomous growl. "Everyone wants the throne, and you're standing in their way. You should watch your back, Lulong. You should watch it very, very closely." She emphasized each syllable, her tongue flicking out to punctuate her words. Lulong swallowed hard, trying to maintain his composure despite the icy fear gripping his heart. "Guoshe, I-I didn't summon you. You can go now. I have matters to attend to," he managed to say, his voice steady but tense.

Guoshe's smile widened, revealing a glimpse of her fangs. "Oh, dear brother, you wound me. I thought we were having a moment. But if you insist, I'll leave. For now," she added, emphasizing the last two words as she slowly began to uncoil herself from his lap.

Guoshe leaned in, licking Lulong's cheek with her forked tongue, leaving a cold, wet trail that made him shudder. "Until we meet again, dear brother," she whispered, her breath hot on his ear. "Sweet dreams." With that, she disappear into the shadows of the room as suddenly as she had appeared.

Lulong stayed rooted to his seat, his heart pounding in his chest. He felt the cold, wet trail of her tongue on his cheek, and a shiver ran down his spine. It took him a moment to gather his wits, his mind racing with the implications of Guoshe's words. He knew she was toying with him, but her threats were not to be taken lightly.

With a deep breath, he rose from the chair, his body still trembling slightly. He walked to the window, pushing aside the heavy velvet curtains to reveal the moonlit garden. The tranquil scene did little to calm his nerves. He knew he couldn't afford to let his guard down, not even for a moment.

From the garden, he heard the faint sound of laughter. It was Feixin leaning against a tree, a servant girl sitting on his lap, both of them sharing a bottle of wine. Feixin's androgynous charm was on full display, his captivating smile and playful demeanor mesmerizing the young servant.

Lulong watched them from the window, a pang of jealousy and unease stirring within him.

The servant girl let out a giggle, her cheeks flushed with wine. She leaned in closer to Feixin, her hand resting on his chest. Feixin's eyes flicked up to the window, a smirk playing on his lips as he caught Lulong's gaze.

He raised his glass in a mock salute before turning his attention back to the servant girl, his hand trailing up her leg. Feixin leaned in, his lips capturing the servant girl's in a passionate kiss. She giggled against his mouth, her hands tangling in his hair.

Lulong looked away, the image burning into his mind, a stark contrast to the solitary figure he cut in his chambers. He let the curtain fall back into place, the garden now shrouded in darkness.

Lulong turned away from the window, his mind racing with thoughts of his siblings and the complicated web of power they were all entangled in. He needed to stay focused, stay alert.

As he sat back down at his desk, the candlelight flickering across the parchments and quills that lay scattered across its surface, he couldn't shake off the feeling of unease that had settled in the pit of his stomach. He knew he had to be vigilant, had to be ready for whatever his siblings threw at him next.

But as he looked out at the moonlit garden, he realized that he was exhausted, both physically and mentally. He had been on edge since his encounter with Heilong, and the confrontations with Qianlong and Guoshe had only served to heighten his anxiety. He needed to be sharp, needed to be at his best to navigate the treacherous waters of his family's politics. But first, he needed rest. With a heavy sigh, Lulong decided that sleep was his best option. He needed to recharge, to clear his mind, to be ready for whatever the next day might bring. He blew out the candles, casting his chamber into darkness, and climbed into bed. Despite his exhaustion, it took him a long time to fall asleep. His mind was a whirlwind of thoughts and concerns, each one a niggling worry that kept him tossing and turning.
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