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      For decades, the seed of hatred, oppression, and discrimination had been germinating in the soil of Jinu Kingdom. The sorrows and cries for help wafted in the eerie winds, and the kingdom that once flourished with wealth and power was now struggling.

      Over the years, the kingdom had lost allies and made enemies because of Qianfan’s temper and pessimism. The people of Jinu had migrated to other kingdoms after living in the deteriorating state of their own. The land had gone barren, the soil became unfertile, the water surrounding them had depleted, and with every passing second, the people were losing hope.

      The king and queen had turned a blind eye to the deprecating situation of their kingdom. For them, everything seemed normal and perfect… as long as the circumstances did not affect their extravagant lifestyle.

      Daiyu, who was once the empathetic soul of the people, was now an overly desirous, self-centered bitch who only cared about herself. And while Qianfan’s personality had only gotten more menacing with time, he also managed to become a narcissistic dictator.

      The king and queen failed their people, and their feelings for each other had waned, too. The love that Qianfan and Daiyu once had for one another had now turned into pure resentment.

      After the birth of their fourth child—a daughter—Qianfan blamed Daiyu for giving him a child that was of no use to him. And the love that Qianfan once had for his third child—his only son—had averted after the first five years.

      Daiyu, on the other hand, reprimanded Qianfan for being a monster. He continued to abandon his children, one after another, and forced Daiyu to also turn against them. His actions and words made Daiyu suffer. She blamed him for making her numb, for killing the motherly nature that she once had inside of her. She hated herself for not standing up for her children, for not stopping Qianfan when she could’ve, and she couldn’t live with the guilt.

      She couldn’t even find it in herself to love the children she still had with her. How could she stand here and love two of her children when the other two were possibly dead?

      Daiyu spent most of her days locked inside her room. Whenever her children crossed her mind, she distracted herself by buying expensive clothes and jewels, spending all her time only on herself. She created a world for herself where she pretended as if her children never existed—that was the only way to keep her mind from bleeding guilt.

      At the other end of the castle, Qianfan spent his time away from Daiyu, focusing his own time on whatever numbing drink he could find and building an army of mass destruction. He wanted the other kingdoms to fear him, to see Jinu as the one untouchable kingdom in all of China, and in his mind, he knew that if war were to ever erupt, he’d be ready.

      As a couple, Qianfan and Daiyu had failed. They hardly saw each other anymore, and whenever they did, it was always an unpleasant encounter.

      As parents, they were nothing more than a disappointment.

      And as the kingdom’s leaders, they had proven to be unsuitable.

      Jinhai, the prince of Jinu, was meant to make things right. Qianfan wanted him to be a mirror image of himself. From a very young age, Jinhai was trained to be a fighter—a killer. From fencing to martial arts, he was taught everything that was related to violence. For Jinhai, it wasn’t that bad; he liked learning new things, and he aced everything that he tried. But when he failed, his father would strike.

      Every time Jinhai fell or got injured, he’d cry, and Qianfan refused to accept that.

      “Boys do not cry,” Qianfan would say every time Jinhai shed a tear. “You are weak; you cannot be weak.”

      For the first five years of Jinhai’s childhood, he saw the virtuous version of his father—the one who gave him everything and treated him like an actual human being.

      But little did he know, happiness never lasted long when it came to Qianfan, lasting only temporarily until he found himself longing for his next fix.

      It was Jinhai’s sixth birthday when things completely changed. The kingdom was decorated with red dragons and lanterns, as usual—Jinhai’s birthdays were always celebrated like festivals. Qianfan distributed gold coins amongst the peasants, and he invited kings and queens from neighboring kingdoms. Daiyu was expecting another child—whom Qianfan expected to be a boy—and the day was meant to bring nothing but peace and joy.

      The party began with Jinhai greeting all the kings and their sons. They had dinner together while talking over future plans that all the kings had for their sons and future leaders. But Jinhai never got along with the other princes his age. He found them too shallow and egotistical, and he’d much rather be friends with the children of the townspeople, something that Qianfan always disapproved of as the peasant boys only ever deterred Jinhai from his royal upbringing.

      And he was right.

      When the party came to an end, Jinhai and the rascals came sprinting down the main hall, where he tripped over the velvet rug and fell. He slammed his head onto the ground, and when he tried to stand up, his vision blurred. All he could make out was the red blood in front of him… his red blood. His breathing came to a stop, his lungs seized, and he began to cry.

      Daiyu, who was due to give birth in a week, came running to her son’s aid. But Qianfan stopped her by grabbing onto her wrist.

      “Leave him be. He needs to be strong. Let him deal with this on his own. The maids will help him clean up,” he whispered.

      “What’s wrong with you?!” Daiyu shouted. Everyone in the room shifted their attention toward them.

      “Boys are not supposed to cry,” Qianfan declared, and the other kings nodded in agreement.

      “In dreams of a lion, you have birthed a lamb,” one king remarked, and all the guests laughed.

      Qianfan hated the insult, but even he had to admit—they were right. His weakling of a son had turned Qianfan into a joke. He wanted nothing more than to pretend that Jinhai was never born and start over with a new son, but he couldn’t just get rid of him like he had done with Xiuying and Xiaofan. This moron was the future king of Jinu, and someone would definitely notice if he were missing.

      “You are a disappointment,” Qianfan muttered to his son and walked out, refusing to even look at Jinhai, who was still bleeding on the ground.

      The guests soon left, and the evening ended with gossip that was going to entertain their guests for months to come. Qianfan forbade Daiyu to visit Jinhai. She was furious, but her condition didn’t exactly allow her to fight against it, so she went to bed with a heavy heart.

      Jinhai sat alone in his room that night, surrounded by everything a boy could ever want… except for the support of his parents.

      “Where did it all go wrong?” he asked himself as he stared up at the ceiling to admire the wooden carvings. “All my life, I’ve tried to please my father, and yet, he still hates me. If I’m not supposed to cry whenever I get hurt, what am I supposed to do? Why won’t he just tell me what to do?”

      The next day, Jinhai woke up with a heavy head. All he wanted was for his mother to be by his side, though she wasn’t. He wasn’t allowed to leave his room, as per the doctor’s order, but he was his father’s son, after all. He wanted to see his mother, and so he climbed out of bed and marched toward his parents’ room. And that was when he started to hear echoes of screams. He slowly moved closer to their room, and the voices became louder—his father was shouting in rage over his mother’s wavering voice.

      “I cannot tolerate you or your children anymore. You have given me nothing but disappointments!” Qianfan yelled.

      “You are acting as if you have compromised your entire life for me. You have done nothing for me!” Daiyu yelled back. “You are never happy! You wanted a son so badly that in order to get that, you abandoned two of our daughters. Now you have a son, but he’s not like how you imagined, so now you’re thinking about abandoning him, too! What kind of father are you? Do you even have a heart?”

      Daiyu’s voice overlapped with the shattering sound of glass. Jinhai flinched. What just happened? His heart started to race, hoping that his mother was okay. He peeked through the door’s keyhole and saw pieces of a broken glass vase.

      “You will not say a word about this,” Qianfan ordered. “Next time, I won’t miss.”

      “What else is new?” Daiyu whispered in resentment as she marched toward the door and opened it to find Jinhai standing there. At first, she was startled, and guilt stabbed at her, but the anger and hurt blanketed it.

      “What do you want?!” she screamed at him. “You and your siblings have brought nothing but hurt into my life. I wish I’d never given birth to any of you!”

      Jinhai’s heart sank, heartbroken by his mother’s words. She had always been so kind to him, treating him as if he were a porcelain doll. Never in his life had he seen her behave like this, but seeing the anger on her face, he was at a loss for words. He turned around slowly and walked back to his room, where he curled up in bed and wrapped his own arms around himself for comfort.

      “How can someone be surrounded by people yet still feel so alone?” he whispered to himself.

      Minutes later, his door opened. Jinhai eagerly spun around, hoping to see his mother and run into her welcoming arms. Instead, he found Haitao standing by the door, accompanied by his father, Lixin.

      Haitao was one of Jinhai’s closest friends. They met two years back in a fencing class and had been inseparable ever since. Haitao lived amongst the peasants inside the kingdom, and his father was nothing more than a mere cobbler. He didn’t have any siblings, and his mother had died from an incurable disease several years ago.

      They both entered the room, and Haitao joked, “How’s your head? Do you still remember me?”

      Jinhai laughed and nodded.

      “Are you sure you don’t have brain damage? Maybe memory loss?” Haitao asked, glancing his friend up and down.

      “Yes,” Jinhai replied.

      “Glad to hear it, my son. Get better soon,” Lixin said while patting Jinhai’s shoulder. “You are a brave one. You can handle this.”

      Jinhai smiled and offered Lixin and Haitao a place to sit near his bed.

      “Here,” Lixin handed Jinhai a covered glass bowl, “I made you your favorite tofu, just how you like it.”

      “Thank you. It’s just what I needed,” Jinhai mumbled.

      “You don’t look so good. Is everything okay?” Lixin asked, his brows furrowed.

      “Yes, I’m just lightheaded,” Jinhai answered, only revealing half the truth.

      “Okay, you should get some rest, then,” Lixin suggested.

      “No, no, it’s fine.” Jinhai nearly jumped out of bed with the need to keep them there. “I could use the company.”

      They all settled in and talked, but after a while, Lixin had to leave for work. Jinhai thanked him again for the tofu, and Lixin left with a bow. Once Jinhai and Haitao were alone, he told his friend everything that had happened. The problems were too big for their tiny minds, and they tried to make sense of the situation, but they failed to do so. All Jinhai knew was that he was hurt because of his parents, and in order to protect himself, he had to stay away from them.
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        * * *

      

      A week had gone by, and no one from Jinhai’s family came to see him. But he was fine; he knew how to keep his expectations low so that he wouldn’t be disappointed.

      Within the week, the news had spread all over the castle that the queen had given birth to a daughter, and the only person who saw this as good news was Jinhai. Daiyu had given the baby girl to a nanny the moment she was born and marked with the stone, and told the nurses that she wanted nothing to do with the child. Under the law, Jinhai was her only child. The child’s room was next to Jinhai’s, which once belonged to Xiaofan, and her name was Xiaosheng, named by Jinhai himself. After seeing how his mother had abandoned both him and his baby sister, he promised himself that he’d be there for Xiaosheng no matter what.

      Jiayi was the name of the nanny who would now look after Xiaosheng. She had been barren her entire life, so when she learned that she’d be taking care of a child—a princess—she was more than thrilled, the best gift that she could ever ask for. She had been married and divorced several times now because of her infertility, but her wish had finally come true.

      Jinhai spent his days and nights with his younger sister. He felt protective of her, and he made sure that she was properly looked after and loved. The happiness that Xiaosheng brought into his life made him forget the sorrow that his parents had given him. It made him forget how he had also been injured by them. He looked to Jiayi as his own mother, and he tried his best to forget the evil eyes that he had seen in the queen—the evil eyes of his royal parents whom he would enact revenge upon one day.
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        * * *

      

      The seasons changed, and the trees saw many colors, moons, and exquisite sunsets. Fifteen years had passed, yet the memories of his parents still lived inside Jinhai’s mind as if they had happened just mere days before. Jinhai was now twenty-one, a tall, broad-shouldered, and handsome-looking man with long black hair, light brown eyes, a heartwarming smile, and a glowing complexion.

      Apart from his appearance, his soul was pure. He had grown up to be considerate, empathetic, charitable, and quite the opposite of Qianfan. He had spent years and years gathering the knowledge that would help him make his kingdom a better place. He had not only excelled academically, but had also trained himself in weapons development, mastered martial arts, and often disguised himself as a peasant so he could go into the kingdom and interact with his people to learn more about them.

      Over the years, his relationship with his sister had grown strong, and they had become each other’s best friend. Xiaosheng was now fifteen, with similar features and complexion as her brother, but much shorter.

      Jiayi looked after both of them like they were her own, and they treated her like their mother. They shared their ups and downs with her, and they came to her whenever they failed or succeeded. Daiyu and Qianfan never tried to reach out to them. They would only appear as a family when they were in the public eye. They would laugh and smile in front of the peasants, appearing as a perfect royal family, but behind closed doors, they resented each other.

      Haitao and his father, Lixin, had been there for Jinhai during every step of his life. Lixin was like a father to Jinhai. He helped him become a better version of himself, and Jinhai only believed in himself because of the support that Lixin and Jiayi had given him.

      Jinhai wasn’t the king yet, but he knew that time was near. He was doubtful that his father would give him the crown, but he was certain of one thing—that his people loved him. They saw him strive to improve the kingdom, and when the time comes, they would all stand behind him.

      “What took you so long?” Xiaosheng asked as he entered his room after a long day of fishing at the sea.

      “Fishing?” Jinhai laughed.

      “I was waiting for you. I haven’t had dinner yet,” Xiaosheng murmured.

      “I’ve told you many times to not wait for me,” Jinhai answered in a polite tone as he sat down next to her, and they both started to dig into their plates.

      Xiaosheng took a bite before looking up at him. “Got your favorite tofu made.”

      Jinhai smiled. “Yes, I can see that. Though, the one that Haitao’s father makes just hits different.” He chuckled.

      Xiaosheng nodded with a slight shrug. “Nothing can beat his.”

      “So, why the long face? Is everything okay?” Jinhai asked, noticing how Xiaosheng was quieter than usual, and her cheerful smile was missing.

      “I don’t know. Lately, I’ve been feeling out of place, useless, like I have no purpose. I keep roaming around the castle like a ghost.”

      “Well, that’s not necessarily a problem. Tell me, Sister, what are your dreams?”

      “What do you mean? Are you making fun of me?” Xiaosheng sneered.

      “I certainly am not. Everyone has dreams. They are everything a person needs to stay inspired and hopeful. Having a dream makes you want to get up every morning and work for it. It gives your life a purpose. If you have none, you’ll feel like you are lost. You’ll feel like you’re less motivated. A mind that is knitting dreams is less likely to fall to negative thoughts,” Jinhai replied earnestly.

      “I haven’t thought about it that way.” Xiaosheng grinned.

      “Think about it, then. Find a dream, follow it, and I will be right here to support you every step of the way.” Jinhai smiled

      “What if I can’t do it? I’m not strong like you.”

      This reminded Jinhai of the time when he felt the same, and Haitao’s father made him understand something important. “Xiaosheng, it took me a great deal of time to understand this, and I want you to know that nobody is perfect. Everyone has weaknesses, insecurities, and self-doubts. The best thing you can do is be aware of them. It will help you be less judgmental, more mindful of your actions, and it will help you stay grounded and have self-control. You are saying that you are weak, and that’s exactly how you start. You point out your weaknesses, and you work on them, push yourself to overcome them, and become an improved version of yourself. I have weaknesses, too, and sometimes the things that you think are weaknesses turn out to be your biggest strengths.”

      Xiaosheng smiled. “How do you always have all the answers?”

      “It’s because of all the experience that I have. I was born six years before you. Have you forgotten that already?” Jinhai quipped.

      “Oh, I must’ve forgotten—the six years when you were just a child,” Xiaosheng teased.

      “Hey, don’t underestimate your brother. I had the wisdom of a monk at that age!” Jinhai laughed.

      “Maybe,” Xiaosheng chuckled, “but I’m going to bed, Sir Wise One.”

      After Xiaosheng left, Jinhai was left in his room all alone. He felt at peace because he was happy. He could be there for Xiaosheng, and he was relieved that she had a family she could turn to. He was still keeping the promise that he’d made to his younger self.

      He woke up early the next morning and began to prepare for his day. The food drive for the local community was scheduled for this evening. This was something he did every month to connect with the people who needed support, to interact with those who thought the prince was not within reach, and most importantly, he did it for himself. He’d saved all the coins that he’d gotten from his father and the other royal kings when he was born, just for this occasion. He felt like he didn’t need or deserve any of it. The kingdom’s treasure was more than enough, while the basic needs of the people were hardly being met. It was unfair to them, and if he used the coins for himself, he would never be able to forgive himself.

      The door to his room resounded with a knock, and when he didn’t reply, it opened. To his surprise, in walked his father, Qianfan.

      “My son!” Qianfan exclaimed with excitement.

      Jinhai raised his brows at him. “Now you remember you have one? After fifteen years? How about a daughter?”

      “Yes, at least I remember, unlike you,” Qianfan shot back.

      “Why? Are you the only one who’s allowed to forget about or abandon people?” Jinhai questioned.

      “You are forgetting that you are talking to your father,” Qianfan stated flatly, all the pretense of excitement gone.

      “A father who forgot that I existed for almost six years of my life,” Jinhai corrected. “You cannot choose to become a father whenever it is convenient for you.”

      “Keep it up, and I promise you will lose the crown that isn’t even yours yet,” Qianfan warned.

      “I’m not worried about that one bit.” Jinhai laughed sarcastically as he walked toward the windows to close them.

      “The reason why I stopped by was to ask you to not do the food drive today,” Qianfan confessed, ignoring his son’s jab. “It creates chaos and disrupts the roads near the harbor.”

      “It only becomes chaotic because the people of your kingdom are struggling to afford a decent meal. This is something you have to think about—something you have ignored. And I will not hold myself back from helping them now. Sorry to disappoint you, like always.” Jinhai sneered.

      “Kings are not supposed to sit with the peasants on the streets!” Qianfan bellowed.

      “You have simply forgotten what being a king means,” Jinhai replied. “Maybe you should think about the sins that are holding you back, the sins that are affecting your good nature.”

      Qianfan boiled in rage. “How dare you speak to your father like that?”

      Jinhai grinned, and then calmly uttered, “Pardon me, I have to go. I’m running late for the food drive.”

      He left the room, leaving Qianfan standing there alone with an army of guards that were gathered outside Jinhai’s door. Jinhai knew that his father was powerless to stop him, and he never let him get on his nerves. Their encounters were entertaining for Jinhai, just as they were humiliating for Qianfan. Their exchanges were only words for now, but Jinhai knew that when he takes the throne, Qianfan would only make things difficult for him.

      Jinhai quickly wolfed down his breakfast, then left with Xiaosheng for the main market down by the harbor—the hub for all the trading shops and where many of the homeless resided. When they arrived, there were already many residents carrying boxes full of clothes and food to donate, all willing to help out wherever they could. Jinhai wanted Xiaosheng to see how helping others had a ripple effect—how one person’s small offering could give others a chance to pay it forward. Haitao and his father were there, too, but they were standing next to someone that Jinhai had never met—a beautiful woman.

      “Jinhai!” Haitao shouted from a distance.

      “Haitao, my friend!” Jinhai shouted back, and then they shook each other’s hand. “Good to see you!”

      “Always a pleasure to see you doing great things, my son,” Lixin commented.

      “It’s all because of you,” Jinhai assured him with a grin.

      “Oh, I almost forgot—meet Fia. She just moved in next door. She’s new to town, so we thought we’d bring her along and introduce her to the community.” Haitao winked at Jinhai.

      “Hi!” Fia cheerfully greeted.

      She had a thin face with rosy cheeks, a fair complexion, and her smile was accompanied by dimples on both her cheeks.

      “Hi,” Jinhai greeted back with a grin. But then he abruptly excused himself when someone called for him.

      Jinhai was never into romance or attracting attention to himself. He knew he easily caught the eyes of many women around him, but he never gave them a second thought. He stayed away from anything heartfelt, and from afar, he seemed extremely unapproachable. His parents’ relationship had affected him a great deal. They made him think that love between two people would always be temporary—a waste of time—so there’s really no point in chasing it.

      He had his boundaries set, and he never crossed them… until now. Fia. He couldn’t stop thinking about her. Her beautiful smile, her bubbly personality. She brought him a certain sense of… comfort. She felt like pure light to him.

      People all around him were preparing for the food drive. Wooden tables were set up on a red carpet that was spread along the pathway, containers full of food were brought in, and everyone was invited to take their places while the volunteers started to serve them.

      Fia was one of those volunteers, and the way she committed to the cause caught Jinhai’s attention. She approached people with a smile and asked them how they were doing in a welcoming tone. They complimented her, and she laughed before moving onto the next person, making them all feel at home. Jinhai caught himself looking for her many times when she disappeared from his sight, and then he’d tell himself to snap out of it.

      “Don’t do this to yourself. You will become nothing but a hopeless romantic.”

      Haitao and Jinhai worked together at the drive. They re-filled the food containers as soon as they were empty. There were more than two hundred people who had shown up, and after they were all fed, the leftovers would be packed and sent home with them.

      “You seem distracted today,” Haitao teased.

      “Why would I be distracted?” Jinhai asked.

      “You tell me!” Haitao laughed.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve noticed that your attention is on… a certain someone.”

      “Well, maybe you should be noticing how you’re spilling beans all over the floor,” Jinhai replied with a sneer.

      Haitao looked down at the beans that covered his shoes before laughing. “The beans have fallen, just like you.”

      Jinhai shook his head, speechless.

      After serving the food, all the volunteers gathered around the food containers to pack the leftovers. They all sat down in a circle and quickly filled up the bags around them. Jinhai couldn’t help but notice how Fia and Xiaosheng had gotten very close, almost like they were sisters.

      A middle-aged woman from the circle spoke up as she filled a bag, “All these people are suffering because the kingdom is failing. How is this ever going to get better?”

      The townspeople of Jinu felt comfortable voicing their concerns to Jinhai, despite him being a prince. Unlike his father, he listened, and he never judged them. But before he could answer, Fia chimed in.

      “You know how when stars fall, we make a wish? But we don’t see those stars as falling; we see them as a chance to pray for a miracle. Think about our situation in the same way. Sure, things aren’t that great now, but I believe that if we want it enough, a miracle will soon happen.”

      “I never thought of it like that,” the woman replied.

      “What a wonderful comparison, Fia!” Lixin exclaimed.

      “I agree!” Xiaosheng added and looked over at Jinhai, who remained silent.

      The sun soon started to set, just as the volunteers were finishing up. The sky had turned dark blue, and as the light slowly dimmed, the wind grew stronger, and the waves of the ocean aggressively crashed into the shore.
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