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      She fell into sync with the sky, her eyes following the speeding birds, her nostrils inhaling the moist air with every breath. It was another ordinary day in the leaden winters of the kingdom of Heping, China, also known as the “Kingdom of Peace.”

      With her gaze shifted from the sky to the cluttered town, Xiuying looked over the small town of the colossal kingdom—its tiny homes, the busy streets, and wandering people—from the tall castle towers, thinking to herself, “Where did it all go wrong?”

      Standing on the grand terrace, witnessing a spectacular sunset, and seized by an acute sense of loneliness, she held a letter in her hand from her parents, remembering all the torturous memories of her past.

      “After twenty years?” she asked herself with confusion. “Why now?”

      Heping, China was divided into different kingdoms, ruled by the most powerful and wealthiest tribal families. Xiuying was born in the magical kingdom of Jinu, a kingdom unlike any other. It was surrounded by mountains, lakes, and trees, a scenic masterpiece, and people from all around the world would visit to see the eye-catching views for themselves.

      The rulers of Jinu were the royal family, who had magical powers that controlled the sun and the moon, the ability to turn light into dark and dark into light. Because of this, they were respected by some and feared by many.

      The king, Qianfan, was known for his bravery and brutal honesty. He was a tall, strong, and muscular man with sharp hazel-shaped eyes and short dark black hair. He was unforgiving, and he believed in punishing those who stepped out of bounds. Still, he was respected by his people, and for the most part, everyone obeyed his laws.

      Qianfan was a strong ruler, and he made several beneficial decisions for his kingdom that led to prosperity. But as vigorous as he was, he had a soft spot for one person, one woman… his wife. Daiyu, with hair that fell down to her knees, rosy cheeks, and large eyes on a petite face. She was the most beautiful of all the queens in all the kingdoms and adored by all the kings.

      In fact, Qianfan was often infatuated by her that he’d let her run his kingdom, though, the people of Jinu never minded. Daiyu had the kindest soul and a big heart.

      Less than a year after they tied the knot, they decided to have a child and start a family.

      However, during this time, the one child rule was still in place. This rule had been established during the last decade to prevent the increasing population. However, the rule was rejected by several kingdoms, but it led to the creation of norms that were going to leave a scar on many souls. Because of the rule, the families who still abided by it preferred to have sons over daughters so they could carry on their legacy, and having a daughter instead meant great shame for the family.

      Qianfan wanted a son more than anything else. In fact, even he believed that Daiyu was carrying a boy because he knew he was too powerful and great of a man to breed something that would dishonor his name and kingdom. And whenever he spoke with Daiyu about the child, he’d always address the child as a him or a he, the security in his tone scaring Daiyu and making her anxious.

      “What if it’s a girl?” she’d ask cautiously.

      “That won’t happen, my love,” Qianfan replied. “It has to be a boy; it just has to.”

      He’d then smile, kiss her on the forehead, and leave the room, not even waiting for her to reply. He didn’t want to hear anything else she had to say about the matter; Qianfan wanted what he wanted.

      The celebrations in the kingdom started months before the child was born, the castle receiving ample gifts and goods for the child. And this was all beginning to worry Daiyu. Everyone expected her to have a boy, and she started to worry about what would happen if that wasn’t the case.

      “What if I have a daughter?” Daiyu whispered quietly to Mei, her trusted maid and soon-to-be nanny of the child.

      Mei was an incredible listener and Daiyu’s only friend in the entire kingdom. She’d listen to the queen’s concerns, her problems, and would give her advice whenever Daiyu needed it. Mei was in her early thirties, petite, with fair skin and shoulder-length hair. The queen always adored her and her presence.

      “What do you mean, Daiyu?” Mei asked hesitantly. “Qianfan seems certain that the child is a boy.”

      “But what if it’s not? I fear his reaction, and I fear what he will do to me and the child if he finds out.”

      “Oh, Daiyu. You’re being silly. You know how much Qianfan loves you, and he’s going to love the child as well, no matter what the gender might be. Sure, he’s excited about having a boy, but he’ll love a girl just the same. Trust me.” She then walked over to Daiyu. “My dear, don’t worry. Everything will be okay,” Mei told Daiyu with a smile.

      Daiyu sighed, hoping that Mei was right, but these words only brought her temporary comfort.

      “I guess you’re right,” Daiyu said instead of what she was really thinking, that Mei didn’t know what she was talking about, and Qianfan would kill her if a daughter popped out instead of a son. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      As the months flew by, Daiyu continued to worry about the outcomes of giving birth to a daughter. What was coming ahead was uncertain, but something she would never have imagined would happen to her.

      Eight and a half months in, Daiyu started experiencing labor pains. Mei rushed to call her doctor, and Qianfan joined her side as soon as he could, prepared for the premature birth of his firstborn son. And after six long hours of labor, Daiyu’s screams awakening the entire kingdom and splitting Qianfan’s ears, they finally heard a cry, the cry of a perfectly healthy little… girl.

      Daiyu smiled when the doctor handed the child to her, her grin quickly fading away when she saw the baby’s face. She looked over at Qianfan, who looked like he was ready to faint, or explode, whichever came first.

      “This is not possible. My firstborn cannot be a daughter!” he yelled at the top of his lungs as his eyes grew red with anger.

      He slammed the door shut as he left Daiyu’s room, and ordered Mei and the doctor not to share the news of the child’s birth to anyone. He then left the castle, Daiyu passing out on her pillow from the pain. But even in her dream, she couldn’t help but wonder what the consequences would be for her… what the consequences would be for her daughter.

      Hours later, Daiyu woke up. She was delighted to see the little girl by her side, and she held her in her arms.

      “Where is Qianfan?” Daiyu asked Mei with a smile.

      Mei shrugged, and as soon as Daiyu saw her face turn numb, she immediately knew that Qianfan was still upset.

      “It’s okay. I can go talk to him. He’ll be able to accept our daughter because she’s just like me,” Daiyu tried to assure her friend.

      However, while Daiyu was asleep, Qianfan did the unthinkable, and he told the people of his kingdom that the child had not survived the birth, that Daiyu had a miscarriage.

      “This is a dark, dark day for us and for our kingdom. We are deeply saddened and would appreciate it if we were given some time to mourn. The funeral will be held tomorrow,” Qianfan stated.

      When he returned inside, he found Daiyu waiting for him. He still loved his wife, but he couldn’t stand to look at the child. He refused to believe that it was his.

      “But she’s your daughter, Qianfan. She’s just like me,” Daiyu pleaded with teary eyes.

      “No, she’s not, and nobody can ever know of her. She is to remain unidentified and confined within the walls of this castle. This disgrace is not my daughter, and I do not accept her as my firstborn.” Qianfan fumed with rage. “We are going to hold a funeral tomorrow to honor the miscarriage that I’ve told everyone you had.”

      Daiyu couldn’t believe what she had just heard; it was almost as if the news of his daughter’s birth fell on deaf ears. Qianfan ordered Mei to keep the child in her custody, and she agreed, taking the child away from Daiyu on the first day of her being a mother. Mei hated that she had to be the one to hurt the queen, her friend, like this, but she had no other choice.

      Daiyu was distressed, but at ease with the fact that the child was with someone she trusted. The horrible night slowly passed away, and soon, the sun rose over the horizon. Daiyu couldn’t sleep all night, though Qianfan slept like a baby, knowing that he had protected his reputation and honor.

      He woke up and hugged his wife. “Forget about it, Daiyu. This never happened.”

      But she was stunned to see how cold-hearted Qianfan was about his own child. “What do you mean? How can you—how can we—forget an entire existence?”

      “She’s not welcomed or accepted, and it’s better for you, for us, that you forget about her,” Qianfan answered in a calm tone as she pushed him away.

      “No! She’s our daughter; we have to mark her with the stone, Qianfan. She’s one of us, please!” Daiyu sobbed and fell to the floor.

      The magical stone was kept safe and a secret in the kingdom, a stone used to engrave the symbol of their tribe onto the child’s hand, giving them their magical power. It allowed them to control the light and the dark. They could use the light to grow plants and trees, or turn day into night whenever they wanted.

      Each family member had a symbol engraved on their hand since birth. It was that symbol that gave them these abilities.

      Qianfan begrudgingly picked up the child and said, “Alright, Daiyu, I’m going to mark her with the stone, but after that, you have to promise me that you are going to make yourself forget about this abomination.”

      Daiyu looked up at him with teary eyes, and then nodded her head in agreement. She knew he was never going to come around; he was never going to accept her. But at least their daughter would have her power.

      Before the funeral, Qianfan and Daiyu went to go see their daughter. Daiyu took the girl in her arms and cried as she carried her toward the room where the stone was kept.

      Qianfan recited the enchanting words, “From blood to blood and the bond it creates, mark what differentiates us from the rest of the mates,” and placed the stone on his daughter’s wrist.

      The stone glowed and made its mark.

      “Oh, my daughter. We’re going to call you Xiuying. And no matter what anyone else says, you represent the kingdom of Jinu, and you are a precious gem,” Daiyu whispered in her tiny ear.

      Then, with a heavy heart, she handed Xiuying over to Mei, and Qianfan pulled his wife out of the room.

      “I hope you keep your word, Daiyu, just like I kept mine,” he told her, to which she nodded with a crestfallen face.

      As she stood beside Qianfan at the funeral, Daiyu realized that her family was forever going to be a jigsaw puzzle that never seemed to fit together.

      “How does it feel having a funeral for someone who’s still alive?” Daiyu whispered to Qianfan in the saddest tone he had ever heard.

      “I don’t feel anything because there’s nothing to be upset about,” he replied with a smirk.

      “Maybe the funeral is for us, then. For our dead hearts, Qianfan,” Daiyu remarked sarcastically.

      Qianfan stayed silent. Her words stung, but he still loved her, more than he loved anything else. Although his patience was quickly fading, he tried not to talk back as he feared hurting her even more.

      The castle was full of townspeople coming in to comfort the king and queen. They brought white flowers and dried fruits to offer their condolences. Qianfan could see that Daiyu was exhausted, and he told her to go get some rest. She nodded and walked toward her room.

      She tried and tried, but she couldn’t sleep, the daughter whom she had to forget eating her alive.

      “She will always feel incomplete and abandoned,” she heard herself say. Her thoughts continued to cloud her mind as she heard a knock on the door. “Come i-in,” she stuttered, and the door opened.

      It was Mei. Daiyu couldn’t contain her emotions and started to cry.

      “Mei, I gave birth to a daughter, and people are acting like I’d lost a child. Is it really that awful to let them know that I have a healthy baby girl?”

      “Oh, Daiyu, it’s not. Your daughter is a beautiful little girl, and she’s right here inside the castle, under my care. I promise you that she’s going to be well-loved and cared for. Stop letting your thoughts take control of you. It’s not your fault. You fought for her, and that’s what a mother does. Don’t be so hard on yourself. I’m sorry that you were the one who had to suffer, Daiyu, but the rules of society were put in place to protect the honor of the kingdom.” Mei tried to comfort her as Daiyu sat on the white marble floor and cried her heart out.

      “From now on, no more tears, my queen,” Mei said politely, and Daiyu nodded.

      When the funeral ended, Qianfan entered the room and found Daiyu sitting on the floor. She was asleep, and for a moment, Qianfan felt regret. Because of his decision, Daiyu had fallen into great depression.

      “Daiyu, wake up.”

      Daiyu opened her eyes, but she was too weak to get up, so Qianfan carried her to their bed. He started to talk about how the kings from other kingdoms had written to him, expressing their condolences, but she refrained from indulging in the conversation and remained quiet.

      After a few moments of silence, Qianfan whispered, “I will always love you, Daiyu.”

      “But not more than your honor,” she retorted.

      Qianfan felt another sting to his heart, but walked away instead of saying anything back.

      The day soon turned to night, and Qianfan started to question himself. He understood that Daiyu was never going to see him in the same light again. He knew that their relationship would change drastically. And he could only blame Xiuying for it.

      “I wish you’d died, Xiuying,” he whispered to himself. “You’re the reason why Daiyu hates me, and I’ll never forgive you for that.”
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        * * *

      

      Baby Xiuying was completely oblivious to what was going on, or how her life was going to end up. She was unaware of the fact that her mother never wanted to give her away; she was unaware that her father hated her. She was unaware that the woman who was looking after her was only her nanny, and not her mother.

      Xiuying was an adorable child with a chubby face and bright smile. All the nannies inside the castle adored her, and they loved making her giggle. Mei stayed with her the most, but because of her other responsibilities inside the castle, she had to appoint different nannies for Xiuying.

      And even though Qianfan didn’t accept her as his firstborn, and despite the hatred he had for her, he instructed that the staff take great care of her as so to keep Daiyu satisfied. The best cuisines, fruits, and clothes were given to her, and her innocence to her surroundings kept her happy.

      However, Daiyu could see and hear everything that was happening around her. Her heart died every day, seeing her daughter being carried by one nanny after another. The burden of abandoning her child was too heavy on her. And the distance between Qianfan and Daiyu began increasing with every second, despite the attempts of Qianfan to make amends. What he did could not be fixed, and they both knew it. One blamed the other while the other blamed the child.

      Days and nights passed, the seasons changing from winter to spring, from summer to autumn, and soon enough, six years had gone by. And though the marriage that had been hanging by a thread had become a little more robust over the years, things were never the same as they were before Xiuying was born.

      Qianfan was still in love with Daiyu, and Daiyu was still trying to accept what had happened, but still numb.

      Qianfan’s mother, Qiang, had also come to stay with them. She was a petite and elderly woman, had a thin, wrinkled face, graying hair, and a terrible temper. Like her son, she, too, hated Xiuying because she felt like all the happiness had been stolen from the castle the day Xiuying was born.

      And Xiuying, now six years old, was beginning to look more and more like her mother. She was taught at the castle by one of her nannies, intelligent and a quick learner. She’d even learned how to read and write proficiently by the age of four. However, she had no friends her own age, and she only ever interacted with Mei and the other nannies.

      Mei and Xiuying were close; it almost felt like they were mother and daughter. Xiuying would come to her if she needed help with anything, and Mei would always comfort her, console her, just like she did with Daiyu. But still, Xiuying knew from a very young age who her true parents were. Daiyu begged her friend to let her daughter know, but to also tell Xiuying to never contact them, reach out to them, or even speak about them. Her parents lived on the other side of the castle, and Xiuying never saw them face-to-face. It was hard for her, knowing that her parents didn’t want to be near her, but she still felt safe with Mei by her side.

      Luckily, she was still too young to understand what this all meant, why this was happening. What she did know was that, whatever the reason was, it involved a lot of hate. She could sense the rage that her father had for her, and would often find herself questioning whether she had ever been loved, loneliness and sadness shivering in her soul.

      She didn’t hate her parents; she didn’t know them enough to do so, but she still had questions that needed answers. Xiuying was much brighter than the other children her age. She could understand things that even adults could not comprehend, but she was awkward around new people and got anxious often.

      Daiyu kept an eye on her daughter during the first few years of her life, asking Mei to bring her out into the yard to play so Daiyu could see her from through her window. She’d pretend that she was talking to Xiuying, tears flowing from her eyes when she realized that she wasn’t, though Xiuying had been too young to remember. But eventually, she stopped, choosing her husband over the little girl.

      Xiuying knew that she canopied under the mantle of secrecy and silence in the castle, and made peace with it at a very young age. Ever since Qiang came to stay, she was determined to ruin Xiuying’s peace. Qiang moved closer to Xiuying’s room in order to keep an eye on her, and she took every chance she could to insult her.

      “She’s an abomination! Ruining both my son and his kingdom. What would the people think if they were to ever find out?” Xiuying would often hear Qiang say from down the hall.

      And she continued every chance she got, making sure the girl knew that she wasn’t wanted.

      “You’re bad luck for our family. That’s why your parents left you,” Qiang told Xiuying once.

      It shattered her, her reflection a constant reminder that she was a flaw and a burden to her own family. Qiang made Xiuying believe that she was unloved, and Xiuying believed it as the truth. She knew that her mother was never going to change her mind and suddenly love her again, and this made her hyperaware of all her flaws, feeling foreign in her own body, and like she didn’t even belong in her own skin. Growing up, Xiuying had put Daiyu high up on a pedestal, something she was beginning to regret.

      “I don’t understand why she doesn’t want me. Why they just abandoned me, forgot about me,” she’d say to Mei while pacing back and forth.

      Mei could see that her anxious thoughts had started to take over her, all these questions with no answers.

      “Xiuying, I want you to do something for me, okay?” Mei said one day.

      “What is it, Mei?” Xiuying asked politely.

      “Every time you feel like your heart is heavy, or you feel anxious, I want you to close your eyes and think about a place where you feel calm, comfortable, and happy. It may be the beach, a forest, your bedroom, somewhere else. Imagine what this place looks like, sounds like, and imagine how good you feel when you’re there. Try it; take a deep breath.”

      Xiuying closed her eyes, and she soon found herself out in the yard. She could hear the sound of the wind, feel the cold breeze, and smell the fragrance of the jasmine flowers planted nearby. Most importantly, she felt like her mother was watching her. She believed that she was seen, and that, was her happy place.

      As soon as she opened her eyes, she realized that she felt much calmer. She saw Mei smiling in front of her and gave her a hug.

      “Thank you, Mei,” Xiuying whispered.

      “Promise me that you’ll do this every time you feel down, my child.”

      “I promise,” she replied.

      “I know, Xiuying, that this must be very hard for you to understand, but you need to know that you cannot control what other people say, and you cannot let their words get to you. Other people are other people, and you are you. The only words that should matter must be your own, and yours alone. You will be punishing yourself if you keep letting these harsh words get to you; you have to learn to let them go,” Mei calmly said, and Xiuying nodded.

      After this heartfelt conversation, Mei and Xiuying went into the kitchen and enjoyed their favorite dessert, red bean cake, like they always did. Daiyu hardly ever checked up on Xiuying, and Mei was surprised to see how Daiyu had moved on with her life, leaving Xiuying behind. Daiyu started getting caught up in her own life, going to social gatherings and taking up social welfare projects to keep herself occupied. It was obvious that she was running away from her feelings, but she was leaving a lot behind, and Mei feared that it’d be too late when she’d finally realize.

      Mei hardly ever saw Daiyu anymore, and their friendship drifted apart with time.

      However, while Mei had all these feelings, Daiyu was jealous, jealous that Xiuying was close to her and was getting closer to her day by day. She would often think that Mei took her place, took her daughter from her. She tried to remain modest; she tried to be understanding, but she envied the motherly bond that Mei had with Xiuying.

      “At least Xiuying has a motherly figure in her life,” she said to herself and decided to maintain distance.

      She started to avoid Mei for the sake of her daughter, never wanting her jealousy to get in the way of the beautiful relationship that Mei and Xiuying had formed. But what Daiyu didn’t realize was that, even though Xiuying had Mei by her side, she still craved for her mother’s love, her mother’s presence.

      After all, her happy place was in front of her mother’s eyes.
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      Qianfan’s hate for Xiuying did not lessen over time. He tolerated her but could not accept her. He didn’t care that he was missing his daughter’s early years, or that his decision was affecting more than just himself. It was almost as if Xiuying didn’t exist for him. Like he had forgotten about her.

      It was another monotonous day at the castle, where Xiuying remained a trapped princess. She had a young soul and was determined to find silver linings in her life. She made herself believe that every day was a new day to learn from, to fix mistakes, and move forward.

      She sat in her room, learning how to paint. Mei had given her some paints and several canvases. Xiuying always had a habit of painting the secret garden of the castle; it was her happy place, and nobody else visited it. The only thing she hated about it was that she had to walk past Qiang’s room to get to the garden, and Qiang always had eyes on her.

      Most of the time, Xiuying would only go into the garden when Qiang was away, but whenever Qiang noticed where she was going, she’d follow her, make sure she wasn’t up to anything. There was a dark room at the end of the hallway, where they stored armors and old statues. Xiuying was not fond of that room. It always gave her chills, shivers throughout her body, whenever she looked inside it, her imagination making her think that the room had ghostly spirits inside it.

      It was late afternoon, dark black clouds over the castle, and winds blowing hard against the trees, dark yet beautiful, and Xiuying decided that she wanted to paint out in the garden.

      “It seems like a good day to paint, right?” Xiuying asked Mei.

      “I think not. It’s about to rain,” she answered.

      “I’ll be back before it rains, Mei. I promise!” Xiuying answered and ran off with her paints, brushes, and a tiny canvas.

      On her way to the garden, she passed by Qiang’s bedroom door and felt relieved when she found her sleeping. She tiptoed her way through the hallway and reached the dark room. She always peeked through the windows but never stepped foot inside. But this time, something inside her told her to go in.

      “Why not? Life is about trying new things, right?” she asked herself, opened the door, and entered.

      There was dust everywhere. The armors were covered with a white cloth that almost looked like they were possessed. She looked around and found a statue of her mother and father with a baby in her mother’s hands. Xiuying walked closer and brushed the layers of dust off of them. It was dark, and the windows were slamming shut because of the wind, when suddenly, she heard a shrieking voice with the anger of a thousand dragons.

      “It was never supposed to be you!”

      Xiuying looked back in fear and realized that Qiang was standing at the door. Xiuying couldn’t see her face, but she could see a black shadowy figure. As soon as Xiuying realized what was happening, Qiang closed the room’s doors and locked her inside. Xiuying ran toward the doors and shouted at the top of her lungs.

      “Grandmother! Qiang! Please, let me out; let me out! I’m scared of the dark, please!”

      She continued to bang against the door, but Qiang ignored her pleas and cries. With an evil grin, she walked toward her own room and closed her bedroom door.

      Meanwhile, little Xiuying was all alone. All she could see were white sheets covering armors, and a statue that she could not understand. It was dark, and getting darker as each minute passed. Xiuying couldn’t help but cry, her body starting to shiver, and tears rolling down her cheeks.

      “Mother, please, come save me! I need you,” she screamed out loud.

      The silence in the room forced her words to invade her mind. As a six-year-old, it was difficult for her to snap out of her own thoughts.

      You are bad luck; you’re not supposed to be here. The words echoed and whispered to her again and again. The voices were overlapping, and it almost felt like she was inside a well, and the harsh words were surrounding her.

      Xiuying closed her eyes and tried to imagine her happy place, but she couldn’t do it.

      “My happy place cannot be someone who abandoned me.” Her eyes were red and swollen as she stood up and walked toward the statue of her parents. “You are nothing to me anymore. You abandoned me, and I hate you and will never forgive you.”

      She shrugged as shivers traveled her spine. Before this, she had never hated her parents. She’d always hope that maybe the decision made by her parents had a valid reason and that maybe, only maybe, one day, they would take her back with love and open arms. However, the darkness inside the room had taken away the last tiny ray of sunshine that Xiuying had left in her heart.

      Many hours passed, the thunder roared, and the room that Xiuying was trapped inside started to grow colder. When Mei realized that Xiuying was nowhere to be found, she checked everywhere, in her room, in the other nannies’ rooms, out in the yard, in the kitchen. Nothing. There was no sign of her, and panic started to take over Mei’s heart.

      Soon, word spread like wildfire across the staff, and everyone started to look for Xiuying. Qiang stayed silent, watching everyone freak out and worry as if it were her own comedy show. The guards were looking for her, the maids were looking for her, the nannies were looking for her, and Mei was going crazy, running from one end of the castle to the other. The dullness of the night had taken over as the clock struck midnight, and there was still no sign of Xiuying.

      Xiuying had fallen asleep for several hours before she awoken again, wondering if anyone had even noticed that she was missing. The questions that were popping up in her own mind made her cry, yet once again, but this time, with all her will and rage, she started to bang against the doors. Lucky for her, Mei was close by, and she ran to the direction where the faint noise was coming from… and found herself in Qiang’s hallway.

      The room that Xiuying was trapped in was in the corner of a dark alley. Mei rushed toward the doors and swung them open, and Xiuying quickly rushed outside.

      “Oh, sweetheart, we have been looking for you for hours! I was worried sick. Don’t ever scare me like that again.” Mei pulled Xiuying into a warm hug. Xiuying’s body was cold, and she was shivering with fear. “It’s okay, Xiuying. I’m here,” Mei told her, but Xiuying remained quiet.

      Mei had showed up for her; that’s what mothers do. And her own mother was clueless that her own child had gone missing this entire time. Xiuying started to realize that it was time to say goodbye to all the hopes she had for her parents.

      She used to make excuses for them, but no more. It was time to move on.

      As she broke free from Mei’s grasp, Xiuying said, “Thank you, Mei.”

      “No matter where you are, where you go, I will always come find you, Xiuying. I will always look out for you,” Mei replied.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, Mei stayed by Xiuying’s side after she had tucked her into bed, and started to suspect that Qiang had been the cause of the little girl getting trapped inside that room.

      “I’m sorry, my child. You don’t deserve all this pain that you’re experiencing. I wish I could do something, but there’s not much in my control,” she whispered to Xiuying as the child fell asleep.

      Mei decided that she was going to go talk to Daiyu because the actions of Qiang were getting out of hand, and they were affecting Xiuying’s well-being.

      The next day, Mei went to the queen’s room. Daiyu had changed a lot of things. Her room had a different color scheme, changing from pastels to darker shades. The paintings of natural sceneries were removed and replaced by faux animal heads. The room was lit up with candles, and the drapes were down even though it was the middle of the day.

      It almost feels like all the joy has left her life, Mei thought as she knocked on the door.

      “Come in, come in, whoever it is,” Daiyu said in a cheerful tone, and after hearing her voice, Mei started to second guess herself. Daiyu did sound happy, or was it all fake?

      “Oh! It’s you. It’s been so long. So happy to see you again!” Daiyu exclaimed with a grin.

      “I’m glad to see you, too. There’s actually something that I need to talk to you about,” Mei replied.

      “What is it?” Daiyu asked in a curious and slightly irritated manner.

      “It’s Xiuying, your daughter,” Mei answered and told her what had happened last night.

      However, Daiyu didn’t respond like Mei had thought she would. “So, what? Are you accusing the king’s mother of something so wicked?”

      Mei stood silent.

      “You do not question royalty, Mei. You are nothing but a mere maid, a servant. You do not question what’s above and beyond your entire existence. I will suggest that you take these nonsensical thoughts of yours somewhere else. The girl is your responsibility. You must protect her. If that is something you cannot do, stop making excuses for it,” Daiyu said as her tone grew harsher.

      Mei felt devastated over the response that she had gotten from the queen, from her friend. “Yes, my queen. I shall obey,” she responded and left the room with a heavy heart.

      What had happened to Daiyu was beyond Mei’s understanding, but after the conversation, Mei promised herself that she’d never go to Daiyu for anything ever again.

      On the other hand, Daiyu was regretful for what her daughter was going through, for how she had spoken to Mei. She felt confused, about herself and about everything around her. After their conversation, she sat down in front of the window, feeling something that she couldn’t explain with words, and wrote in her journal what was beyond her understanding.

      We all have someone we don’t speak about, someone who is everything to us, but the world keeps us apart. Xiuying’s presence, her name churns my stomach, and the remembrance of her scent from when I held her for the first time is still fresh. Xiuying is someone I can never stop loving, even if I cannot have her in my life. Forgetting about her is an impossible task.

      Her marriage with Qianfan was finally getting back on track after the chaos that had ensued when her daughter was born. It was his orders to forget about her daughter, and at this point, she only knew one thing.

      “You do not question the king, especially when it is someone like Qianfan,” she whispered to herself.
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        * * *

      

      Days passed since the incident had happened, and Xiuying found herself struggling trying to return to normal. She started to grow afraid of the dark even more, sleeping with the room lit bright. Most of the time, in the middle of the night, she would wake up with fear and scream. She also found herself beginning to speak with a stutter, and she complained of hallucinations that Qiang was always around her, always near her, whispering words of hatred into her ears.

      Mei, and everyone in the castle who interacted with Xiuying, noticed how differently she was behaving after the incident, and they all worried for her.

      One evening during supper, Mei and Xiuying had one of their heartfelt conversations.

      “Xiuying, you have to move on, my dear. I know it’s hard, but you need to love yourself. I understand that, at this point, the most difficult form of love for you is self-love. You have always given more than you have received, and that is exhausting, I’m sure. You’re worth every fight; you’re worth this life. Laugh a little, get back to things that bring joy to you. Get rid of the loose ends that make you feel unseen.”

      Xiuying heard her, shook her head, and stated, “But how do I do that?”

      “Xiuying, maybe you should write a letter about your feelings. I know it’s hard for you to speak up to me or to anyone, and that is fine, but keeping your feelings to yourself will only haunt you. You have to let them out, or else they are going to affect you in ways you would not understand,” Mei suggested.

      Xiuying smiled, took a sip of her tea, and replied, “You always have such insightful suggestions, Mei. Maybe I will write a letter, but who do I write the letter to?”

      “You can address it to anyone you want. Just write whatever you feel, whatever you are experiencing, and hide it somewhere. Nobody has to read it if you don’t want them to,” Mei answered politely.

      That evening soon ended, and the darkness of the night started to take control while Xiuying was getting ready for bed. Mei tucked the girl into bed, kissed her goodnight, and left the room. Xiuying tried to close her eyes but could not get herself to fall asleep. All of her thoughts and memories were rushing into her mind, when finally, she decided that she was going to write them all down. She hopped out of bed, went over to her desk, and looked for a quill and ink.

      “Where is it? Where is it?” she kept mumbling to herself. “Ah, finally.”

      She grabbed the items and a sheet of paper. This was the first time she had felt excited about doing something after the unfortunate event. She sat down on her desk and began to write.

      Dear Friend,

      I have been holding onto something that I need to let go of. It’s something that no longer exists, but I still think about it all the time. I have been holding onto family that were not mine from the very beginning. I kept them safe in my heart because I was scared to give up on them and the hopes of being together one day. But a recent event made me realize that it’s time to move on, that I don’t need them anymore. That all I need is myself.

      So, I am writing to let go.

      I am writing to move on.

      Yours truly,

      X

      She didn’t sign her name because she didn’t want to, but she felt much better after writing the letter. She folded the sheet of paper and placed it inside a scroll.

      “Mei was right; this does help,” she told herself and smiled. “Mei is always right.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Xiuying woke up and went out to the cherry blossom tree that she could see from her window, and she tied the scroll onto a branch, hiding the letter in the tree. However, when she woke up the day after, she noticed that her scroll was gone, and there was another one in its place. Confused, she ran out toward the tree. She was right. There was another scroll. Someone had replied to her letter! She took the scroll down and rushed toward her room. Unable to maintain her excitement, she sat at her desk and opened it.

      To the little girl with the strongest soul,

      Sometimes we have to go through these tough times and learn what is and isn’t right for us. And that is the most valuable thing we can learn in life because that is how we get to know about the people and things that are meant to be with us. So, always remember that letting go is a part of your journey, even if you have to go back and go down a different road. Letting go will take you to places you never knew you wanted to go.

      Keep your head up high.

      Yours faithfully,

      A Well-Wisher

      Xiuying was in awe while reading the letter. She couldn’t believe that someone had actually answered her! And with such wisdom, too. The words touched her heart, and she believed in them, a pinch of hope for her future in this bewildering castle. But then she paused.

      “What if it’s Mei?” she asked herself and started to march toward Mei’s room, where she was nowhere to be found. “Hm, where could she be?”

      She then walked into the kitchen and found Mei making her favorite dessert, red bean cake with strawberries. The fragrance of the sweet sugar wafted throughout the room and almost distracted Xiuying from what she’d wanted to say.

      “Hi, there, my dear. What a surprise seeing you down here!” Mei exclaimed, noticing that Xiuying’s mood had suddenly shifted from crestfallen to joyful.

      “So, remember how you told me to write a letter about my feelings?” Xiuying started, and Mei nodded. “Well, I wrote one and hid it somewhere, but apparently, someone found it and replied to it.”

      “What do you mean?” Mei asked, confused.

      “I got another letter in the place where I had hidden mine. I thought it was you!” Xiuying said in suspicion.

      “I certainly did not,” Mei replied with a firm face, and then laughed. “You really think it was me? That’s funny!”

      “Mei, are you sure it wasn’t you?” Xiuying asked again.

      Mei knelt down, tucked a strand of the child’s hair behind her ear, and whispered, “Yes, my dear. I am positive that it wasn’t me. Trust me.”

      Xiuying still had her doubts, but she believed Mei. Now, the new mystery was this new person with such beautiful insights. Xiuying was now more determined than ever to find out who it was, because the person who wrote the letter clearly knew much about her. She needed to find out more, so she decided to write another one.

      Dear Friend,

      I’m surprised that you replied to a letter that no one was supposed to read, but I am genuinely grateful for the heartfelt response that you had written. You made me feel happy again, and it was something I had thought I lost. Since you know who I am, judging by your last letter, it would be fair for me to know your identity as well. After all, we are friends, right?

      Yours truly,

      X

      Xiuying signed the letter with another X, tied it to the same spot on the tree, and waited eagerly for a response.

      She woke up the next day, and there it was!

      To the little girl filled with curiosity,

      I will not reveal who I am because I wish to remain a secret. I cannot help but notice what you wrote about happiness. You must understand that happiness comes when we are listening to the words of another, or are noticing the beauty of the world around us. You’ve read and heard my words; hence, you felt the true joy of happiness. But remember, do not associate your happiness with someone else’s presence because happiness comes from within.

      Yours faithfully,

      A Well-Wisher

      Xiuying felt overwhelmed by the amount of extraordinary wisdom this person had. She was surprised that she understood what was written, but what bothered her was the wish to stay a secret.

      “Why would this person not want me to know about them?” she asked Mei one night while heading to bed.

      “Maybe it is for your own good, Xiuying. Don’t think about this too much. Whoever this is, is a kindred spirit.”
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      While Xiuying was struggling to figure out who this mysterious person was, Daiyu and Qianfan received exciting news. They were expecting another child! After six years, the queen was pregnant again, something the people in their kingdom began to spread around very quickly. Soon, presents from all around the kingdom started to come into the castle, congratulating the king and queen.

      Daiyu was caught by surprise because she had not planned for this, and it was already three months into her pregnancy. The thought of having another child scared her, especially since she already had Xiuying.

      The presents, the praise, the celebration, it all made her feel like the past was coming back to haunt her, from which she had tried to run from for a very long time. Qianfan, over time, had become even more of a pessimist, yet still proud because of all his achievements in the betterment of the kingdom. His entitlement had grown and overshadowed every meaningful relationship he had in his life.

      Times had changed, but Qianfan had not. He was still expecting a son and calling the child a firstborn in front of other people. Daiyu felt lost, and the only person she wanted to talk to was Mei, whom she had pushed away. Ever since Daiyu heard the news of her new child, she had grown quieter. Qianfan noticed, and he tried his best to bring her everything she liked in an attempt to cheer her up, to provide her with the best of the best.

      He’d work less to spend more time with her, but that wasn’t what she needed. What she needed was the surety that she would actually get a chance at motherhood this time, no matter what the gender turned out to be. But Qianfan was so certain that it would be a son, just like last time. He addressed the child as a he, even in front of his wife, and he wanted what he wanted. He wasn’t going to compromise at any cost, but this situation felt like a living nightmare to Daiyu.

      History was repeating itself, and she had gotten no closure from what’d happened before. There were questions, and only questions, lingering in her mind.

      Why me? I have given up so much, compromised so much for our marriage, that all I have left is emptiness. I’ve loved, lost, and Qianfan just doesn’t seem to care. I wonder about the past; I look for closure, but there’s none. The truth is, I’m still holding onto these unknown answers, so much that I’ve started to obsess over what could’ve been. She wrote to herself as she felt emotionally exhausted.
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        * * *

      

      Celebration was in the air as months passed by, and the child was about to come into this world. Every day at the castle, new gifts were coming for the child, and it was happening right in front of Xiuying’s eyes. The more she tried to ignore the festivities, the more they were prominently in front of her.

      Mei was given the responsibility of hosting a dinner for some of the royal families who were coming to congratulate the king and queen. This kept Mei occupied, and she hardly ever got a chance to see Xiuying. Xiuying wondered if things were just as fast-paced and celebrated right before her birth.

      “My birth was not celebrated, but was the news of my existence celebrated?” she asked herself.

      She soon felt overwhelmed by all her emotions. This child was going to be her sibling! She often wondered how that would feel, but then she’d distract herself from such thoughts because she knew that she would never be given the chance to meet him or her. She would just be isolated from her baby brother or sister, just like she was isolated from her parents.

      This month was also her birth month, and she was about to turn seven. She felt old, even though she was still only a child, like she had lived a lifetime. Every year, Mei would plan a mini surprise birthday party for her, where she’d bake Xiuying’s favorite red bean cake, buy her presents, and decorate her room.

      Xiuying’s birth, birthday, and mini parties were always kept a secret. At the same time, the rest of the castle mourned the death of Qianfan and Daiyu’s firstborn. Xiuying looked forward to her birthday this year because Mei would always go out of her way to celebrate it.

      It was only three days away, and Xiuying was eagerly waiting. She felt like a directionless balloon in the wind with no destination in sight. She sat in her room, looking through the window, and she decided to write another letter. She’d failed to find out who the mystery writer was and hadn’t written a letter in a while, so she sat down at her desk and pulled out a sheet of paper.

      Dear Friend,

      I know that I have not written to you in a long time, and I’m sorry for that. I haven’t felt like myself lately because of all that’s going on inside the castle. A life is celebrated, but not mine. Every time I try to let it go and move forward, something comes up, and all the memories start coming back. I end up wondering about many things. I wonder what birds do when they get stuck in one place. Because I feel the same way, caged. The world is lonely and sad, especially if your family chooses to abandon you; it makes you question your entire existence. I don’t know why I’m here or why they chose to forget me, and that not knowing, not having answers, is what’s killing me.

      Tell me, is coming back to the start and beginning again the same as having never left?

      Yours truly,

      X

      The child wrote as tears fell onto the sheet of paper. Her hands shivered as she rolled the letter and placed it inside the scroll. She threw a cloak over her body, walked toward the same cherry blossom tree, whose leaves were now beginning to fall off, and placed the scroll in the same spot.

      But three days later, the day of her birthday, she didn’t get a response, not like she had before. Everyone inside the castle dressed in black as they mourned for someone who was still alive while Xiuying stayed trapped inside her room, unable to let them know otherwise. And she didn’t know that they were all mourning for her, that they were all mourning for her death. To protect her from the truth, Mei had told her that a noble fighter of the kingdom died on her birthday.

      The entire day passed, and it was almost dark. Xiuying was eager to see what Mei had planned for her, and as the thought crossed her mind, she heard a knock on her door.

      “Oh, I wonder who that could be,” she said to herself and chuckled.

      She opened the door, and Mei was standing there with the biggest red bean cake in her hands, along with a few bags filled with presents and decorations. Mei came in singing, placed the items on her bed, and gave the child a hug.

      “Happy Birthday!” she exclaimed.

      “Thank you, Mei. I love you!” Xiuying cheered, unable to contain her excitement.

      They started to decorate her room with candles, balloons, streamers, and a handmade birthday banner. They lit the candles and placed the cake on her desk.

      “This looks so pretty! I wish my room could look like this every day of the year!” Xiuying yelled happily.

      Mei chuckled. “But that would steal the charm from it, wouldn’t it?”

      They both laughed, and then suddenly, the door slammed open; it was Qiang!

      “Well, well, what do we have here?” Qiang remarked. “A celebration for the unwanted spawn? I see. Do you ever wonder why you have to do everything in secrecy?” She glared at Xiuying as she stepped inside.

      The life from Xiuying’s face vanished. Mei was furious, but she had to stay quiet for the sake of Xiuying.

      “Haven’t you heard? A new child is coming. A boy. And your father is just thrilled about his birth, unlike when you were born.” Qiang blew out the candles, one after another.

      “What do you mean?” Xiuying muttered.

      “Oh, you naïve child. Don’t you realize that you’ve stolen the happiness from your father? Why do you think the castle mourns on your birthday?” Qiang asked with a smile on her face. Clearly, she enjoyed every second of torturing a seven-year-old.

      “Please, stop; she’s just a child!” Mei hesitantly interfered, but Qiang raised her hand and indicated for her to stop.

      Qiang was royalty, and Mei was just a nanny. She had no power over her.

      Qiang continued, “We mourn because your father declared his first child dead. You are dead to him, yet a living weight on the shoulders of your parents. He wanted a son, but you were born instead. You brought him disappointment, and your parents drifted apart because of you. They both hate you, and they never want to see your face ever again. You are alive, yet everyone thinks you’re dead. It would have been better if you had died.”

      Xiuying’s heart sank. Her room turned dark as Qiang blew out the candles, but she finally had answers. Still, they were too heavy for her to carry. She felt scattered in the sand like strands of dried seaweed.

      The silence in the room soon broke with Qiang singing, “Oh, and Happy Birthday!”

      “The audacity of this woman knows no limits!” Mei hissed to herself as Xiuying sat feeling helpless. But she knew that Qiang was right. She couldn’t help Xiuying or protect her from the truths of her life.

      Xiuying was shattered, broken to such an extreme that there was nothing Mei could say to remedy that.

      “Mei, can you please leave? I need some time alone,” Xiuying asked her.

      Mei didn’t know what to say, how she could possibly console her after all that.

      “Okay, I’ll be in the next room if you need me,” she said in such a low voice that even Xiuying could understand that Mei was feeling hopeless.

      Xiuying nodded, and Mei left. The child closed the door behind her and sat down on the floor.

      “What if I weren’t alive anymore? Would that fix everything? Make the wrongs right?” she asked herself, the question itself so intimidating for such a young child.

      She thought about what Mei would always say to her. “Your inner monologue is something that can either make or break you as a person.”

      But Mei wasn’t here anymore, and her inner monologue was becoming more and more demeaning, pushing her to make a decision that no one thought a seven-year-old could even make.

      Xiuying went outside her room and started to walk down the dark hallway. It was almost time for supper, and everyone gathered in the grand dining room, so no one saw her. She walked over to the storage room and grabbed a tiny bottle of poison that was used to kill the rats in the castle and hurried back into her room.

      “What a royal way to die,” she whispered to herself as she held the tiny bottle in her hands.

      All of a sudden, she felt like she had grown too fast and finally understood her destiny. It was to go away for good. She wanted to write something before she left, so she sat at her desk for the last time, held her quill, and started to write.

      Dear Friend,

      I feel shattered. It feels like the sad days are winning, or maybe they’ve already declared victory. I’ve had times of despair and uncertainty many times before. Still, not quite like this. There is this feeling of sadness, mixed with a pinch of fear, that is creeping around inside of me. I am giving up. I have decided to go away because that is what my father wanted and my grandmother suggested. That is what I need to do to make things right.

      I will always be grateful for the amount of love that Mei has shown me. She is the closest person I have to a mother, and I cherish every moment with her. She does not deserve this, but I don’t deserve this, either. I hope Mei lives a happy life after I’m gone. Well-Wisher, you’ve brought light into my life, and I will never forget your wise words wherever I go next.

      Yours truly,

      X

      She finished the letter and left it on her desk. Without another thought, she drank from the tiny bottle. At first, she felt fine, though a bit dizzy, so she climbed into bed. Soon, her vision started to fade away, and her eyes closed.

      In the other room, Mei was worried for Xiuying. She was an adult, and even she couldn’t stand what Qiang had said. She couldn’t even begin to imagine how Xiuying had taken it. Mei couldn’t fall asleep, so she decided to go and check up on the child. She knocked on the door three times, but no one answered. That was very unlikely of Xiuying, so Mei opened the door and found the little girl tucked in bed. At first, she assumed that the girl had fallen peacefully asleep, but when she stepped a little closer, she saw white liquid coming out of her mouth, and she realized that it was poison and started to scream for help!

      “Someone call the doctor. Xiuying needs help!” Mei’s scream was so loud that it frightened everyone inside the castle. The doctor arrived instantly and checked Xiuying’s pulse. It was still there, and that meant there was hope. “Please don’t leave me; please don’t leave me,” Mei kept repeating and prayed for a miracle while the doctor treated her.

      Everyone who loved Xiuying grew devastated by the news, and they all felt sympathy for the child. While the doctor treated the girl, Mei went outside with her soul wrecked and heart stabbed. She started to reflect on everything that she could not tell Xiuying. How much she loved her, how much she wanted to be there for her, and how much she believed in her.

      The news soon spread quickly, and one of the nannies rushed to inform the king and queen.

      “Your daughter, Xiuying, tried to end her life,” the nanny said in a panic, and Daiyu stood up, her heart dropping down to her stomach. Qianfan hated the thought of seeing his beloved wife in such distress, especially over that child again, and he felt a seething rage for his daughter.

      “We have to go see her, Qianfan. I have to go see her, please!” she pleaded. “I just need to look at her once. Make sure she’s okay!” And Qianfan, for once, agreed, but only because she was carrying his unborn son, and he didn’t dare risk doing anything that would compromise that.

      The castle halls were lit with tallow candles, and guards were standing at every corner as Qianfan and Daiyu headed toward Xiuying’s room.

      Mei was still in disbelief, and all she could think about was all the pain that Xiuying must have experienced to make such a crucial decision, how heartbroken she must have been, how hopeless she must have felt as these thoughts were running through her mind. Then she heard footsteps approaching down the hallway, pulling her away from her thoughts. It sounded like an army was marching toward her, and Mei looked up. Her eyes made out two shadowy figures. Tears in her eyes blurred her vision, and when she focused harder, she couldn’t believe her eyes.

      It was Qianfan and Daiyu! Mei felt like her heart had sunk and emerged back with vengeful rage, and before she could think to say anything else, she screamed in tears, “Now you decide to show up?! After dragging her to the depths of despair? After leaving her on her own? Look what you have done to her! This is all your fault; you have no right to see her, and no right to be with her right now. You left her and let her be, leaving her to feel abandoned her entire life just because you two are selfish!”

      All eyes were on her as she fell onto her knees and started to sob. The silence in the hallway broke as Qianfan spoke in a calm, yet firm, tone. “Have you forgotten your place, Mei? Have you forgotten who you are talking to?” His tone grew stronger. “Besides, do you really think we’re oblivious to what you’re planning? Taking care of a child with magic and rights to our wealth, keeping her by your side, putting up a pretense to show that you actually care just so you can claim our wealth one day? You are only motivated to take care of Xiuying because of your personal interests.” He paused, and then continued, “You crossed the line before when you questioned my mother’s intentions, but this ends here. Your time ends here.”

      “No!” Mei shouted. “I-I will never leave her like you did. Xiuying has yearned for love ever since she was born, and I have given that to her. I played the role that you and your wife should’ve played. I don’t want anything from you. You two are monsters, and I feel sorry for you.”

      She spat, her breathing heavy from the rage welling inside of her. Qianfan ordered the guards to take her away, and they did. Two guards held her from her arms and chained her hands. Her cries and screams were growing louder with every second, but no one seemed to care.

      “Please! Please, I beg you! She needs me; she needs to see me when she wakes up. Don’t do this to her. Don’t hurt your daughter more than you already have!” Mei pleaded, and her voice fainted as her body was dragged to the castle’s prison.

      The hallway went silent again, but the faint cries of Mei remained within the walls of the castle.

      Daiyu witnessed everything, but she chose to stay quiet. Maybe it was her sorrow and shock that took over her body and made her numb, or maybe the pinch of jealousy sealed her lips. She knew every word that Mei had said was true, but she also knew that the truth was more brutal to accept and easier to overlook.

      The doctor finally came out and told them the surprisingly positive news. Xiuying was going to live! Daiyu was relieved, and she rushed inside the room, holding her daughter’s hand.

      “Oh, Xiuying! Mommy is here now!”

      Xiuying slowly opened her eyes and looked around. “Where’s Mei? Why are you here?” she asked.

      “Mei is gone. I’m here now, your mother,” Daiyu replied, and she held onto her hand tightly.

      But Xiuying moved her hand away and guardedly said, “You are not my mother. You have never been, and you will never be.”

      The words that Daiyu heard from her daughter left her in a state of agony. She felt like someone took the meaning of her existence away, and she started to step back slowly in disbelief from what she had just heard.

      You’re not my mother. You’re not my mother. Quiet whispers were on repeat in her mind, and before she realized, Daiyu fainted and fell.

      Qianfan witnessed the scene, and the moment he saw Daiyu fall onto the floor, he decided that it was time for Xiuying to leave, and this time, forever. Everyone rushed to Daiyu’s aid. Qianfan carried her in his arms and took her into their bedroom.

      Daiyu remained unconscious for hours, but when she woke up, she was petrified, shaking like a crumbling leaf.

      “I-I, s-she said I am n-not her mother!” Daiyu cried, and Qianfan could only comfort her. “I never want to see her again, Qianfan. She doesn’t need me,” she stuttered, sobbing as she rested her shoulder on Qianfan’s arm.

      He held her tight because he knew that nothing he’d say could make her feel better, but she said what he wanted to hear, and now, he was going to make sure that Xiuying’s existence vanished from their lives. Forever.

      “That child will no longer hurt my wife,” he said as he summoned the chief royal guard. “You must take Xiuying away, somewhere miles and a full sea away from this kingdom, and you must leave her there. Give her some supplies, but nothing more,” Qianfan ordered.

      “But what if she dies there?” the chief asked.

      “Are you questioning my orders?”

      “Apologies, and yes, my king,” the chief guard replied.

      “Take her away at dawn,” Qianfan continued, and the guard obeyed.

      A small island that had been abandoned for decades, off in the Pacific Ocean. That was where they’d send her. It was surrounded by nothing but water, and the atmosphere was damp. There was nothing on the island but dead trees and sand, with a few large boulders scattered here and there.

      It would take three days by sea just to get there. So, the preparations for departure began, baskets of food were prepared, barrels of drinking water were loaded onto the ship, and a group of five maids, ten guards, and five soldiers were going to escort Xiuying, almost as if they were preparing for another funeral. Because their plan was to leave her there to die.

      And all while everyone was getting ready, Xiuying was oblivious to what was happening. Her mind was clouded with questions. It had been two days, and Mei was nowhere to be seen. And no one was allowed to tell her what had happened, keeping her locked in her room as they prepared to ship her away.

      “Open the door! Open the door!” she screamed and banged against it, but there was no one around to hear her plea. “Please, I need to see Mei. You can’t keep me locked away forever!” she shouted again, and suddenly, the door creaked opened. It was Qianfan.

      “Calm down, you stupid child,” he said with a smirk. “Don’t worry, you won’t be staying here for long.” He paused and entered the room, his eyes looking around the pale walls and her desk.

      Xiuying was stunned; she couldn’t move or utter a single word. This was the first time her father had said anything to her, and even if she hated him, her heart started to beat faster and faster when she saw him. The castle’s maids all piled into Xiuying’s room and started to pack up her things into wooden crates.

      “What? What’s happening?” Xiuying asked.

      “You are going away. I cannot allow you to hurt my family anymore. Besides, you told Daiyu that she is no longer your mother, and because of that, you no longer have a place in this kingdom,” Qianfan replied, the calmness in his voice sending shivers down Xiuying’s spine.

      “But, Father…” She couldn’t even bring herself to complete her sentence, unsure of what to say.

      “I am not your father. I never was, and I am never going to be,” Qianfan replied as he stared into her eyes, eyes that were watery with tears.

      Qianfan strolled over to the window, admiring the view while the maids packed her things, and Xiuying begged for them to stop.

      “Please leave my things. Don’t do this, please! Mei!” She sobbed and cried out, “Mei, where are you?!”

      Qianfan turned toward her with a sneer. “Oh, haven’t you heard? Mei is no longer here. You are never going to see her again. You made the mistake of hurting my wife, and you will pay for it for the rest of your life. Take her away!” And he waved them off.

      Xiuying resisted and pushed the maids away, but no matter how hard she tried, she was much too weak. And after a few minutes of struggling, she fell unconscious.

      The weather was rowdy, the winds racing, the trees rushing back and forth, the birds struggling to find their way, and the dark clouds above getting ready to shower over the kingdom of secrets. This time, the dawn was bringing darkness, and nobody knew what was ahead.

      Xiuying was carried by two maids while she was still unconscious and placed in a carriage that would take her to the shipping port. The carriage started to move, and the child woke up, but was too weak and emotionally exhausted to move or make a sound. Her eyes opened a bit, but all she could see was the castle shrinking in the background as the carriage moved forward.

      And just as Xiuying saw the castle shrinking, Mei saw a carriage leaving the castle and traveling down a road toward the seaside from her small window in the prison cell, but she didn’t know who it was.

      It was all a blur to the small child. One second, her eyes would open slightly, and the next, they would turn dark. She could faintly see the blue of the sea, the dark-colored waves, a giant wooden boat, and tons of wooden crates. She felt numb and lost consciousness again as she was carried onto the ship.
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        * * *

      

      At the same time, Daiyu wasn’t doing much better. She woke up with contractions, cramps, and went into premature labor once again, but this time, she didn’t have Mei by her side. And yet again, Qianfan was there with the hopes of having a baby boy, curiously waiting outside the room after shipping their first child to the depths of despair. History was repeating itself, and Daiyu feared what it would bring. She prayed that another girl would not come out for the sake of both her and the child’s life. She knew Qianfan loved her, but he could never love a daughter.

      Daiyu was struggling during the procedure. It almost felt like she didn’t want to bring this child into existence. She was aching with sharp pains, and it intensified as the clock continued to tick.

      The silence in the hallway broke as cries of a baby were heard after seven hours of immense labor pains, and as a result, Daiyu was left in comatose, not knowing the gender of her child. Qianfan bolted into the room, and to his surprise, it was… another girl. His second-born was also a daughter, and he knew he couldn’t get away with pronouncing her dead, not again. All eyes were on this royal birth, and the kingdom was eager to welcome a new child.

      Qianfan slowly walked out of the room. He couldn’t even look at his daughter or Daiyu. He made his way toward the main terrace and stood there as the thunder roared above him, and sprinkles of rain started to fall.

      “How is this possible?” he asked himself in disbelief. “What have I done to deserve this? Is this karma? I send Xiuying away, and now she is reborn? What can I do to get a son? I deserve a son! Xiuying has brought nothing but terrible luck to my honor. She has ruined my life!” He shouted, looking toward the ocean, “It’s all because of you!” And he grabbed the vase beside him and slammed it against the wall.
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