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      The rigid winters and opacity of this town were something a person could never escape from. It transferred from one person to the next, killing the smallest speck of light and hope within a soul.

      There she was, standing at a distance, radiating light with all her glory and prestige, looking elegant as one could ever be while surrounded by an army of soldiers.

      “Xiuying?” Xiaofan heard herself say. “The queen?” she questioned herself. “How?” she muttered. The sister her parents had abandoned was now a queen? She failed to understand what had happened as she peeked from the tiny window of her room, hearing chants of people praising the queen.

      The town hadn’t had a visitor for ages, or ever since Xiaofan was sent here, and what were the odds? The only time the town ever got a visitor, and it turned out to be her long-lost sister?

      She forced herself to understand that this was just a sheer coincidence and had nothing to do with her very existence, and she climbed under her sheets and let all the memories sink in. The child who was once loved, admired, and cherished in a wealthy kingdom, served by hundreds of servants, maids, and soldiers, was now taking shelter at an orphanage that had nothing to offer but dismay, oppression, and dampness.

      Xiaofan now found herself deprived of everything that her parents had once promised her. She was the second daughter of Qianfan and Daiyu, the king and queen of Jinu. Parents who had once abandoned their firstborn daughter in spite of not having a son, accepted Xiaofan, celebrated her, and gave her all the love that a child deserved. The early years of her childhood were spent in pure bliss, admired by her father, treasured by her mother, and respected by the entire kingdom.

      She was the most respected in political and educational trials. From a very young age, she had a better understanding of complex matters than those around her, her comprehension levels above and beyond those of the local adults. She was proud, and rightfully so. She had everything—status, wealth, power, and rank. Though these things made it difficult for her to make friends her own age.

      She never got along with other girls her age; she always thought they were below her, and she was superior to them. The love and power surrounding her daily life had taken over her mind and soul.

      However, the oblivious child in her didn’t know that pride wasn’t enough, and her pride eventually fell. She saw her future in the kingdom among rulers, but her father had other plans for her, and her mother never questioned his decisions.

      It had been eleven years since she was sent here, and she still remembered the warmth of her mother’s love, her voice, and her touch of affection. She still remembered the conversations about politics with her father, their friendly chess matches, and him telling her how much she reminded him of his younger self. The memories were still embedded in her heart and mind, especially the harsh ones and the series of events that led her here.

      She tried to turn a deaf ear to the chants coming from outside and closed her eyes to sleep, allowing all the events to reoccur in her mind.

      

      Eleven years ago…

      

      On a balmy morning during the rich season of spring, eight-year-old Xiaofan woke up in her enormous room that was right next to her parents’ room. The room had been painted a shade of lavender and decorated with painted portraits of her family. She had a large wooden desk in the corner that had every quality of paper and ink that ever existed. It was her favorite part of the room as she loved creating stories.

      Next to the desk was a shelf that had books with all her writings and also some works by famous literature writers. Her space was always lit up with oil lamps and scented candles, the fragrance of vanilla essence constantly lingering in the air.

      She managed to get out of bed, her sheets smoother than silk and her pillows soft like clouds. Her bedroom had two huge windows on two different walls—one showed her the view of the entire castle, and the other allowed her to look over her kingdom. She walked across her room and stood in front of the window that allowed her to see her kingdom and the tiny homes that people lived in.

      How do they live in such tiny homes? she would often think to herself.

      As much pride as she had, she did try to stay humble. She was lucky to be here, she knew that. She was fortunate to have the wisdom to understand worldly matters, and she made a vow to herself to work hard so she could help the people of her kingdom and raise their living standards.

      The door to her room suddenly pushed open, pulling her out of her thoughts. It was one of her maids.

      “The queen has birthed a son,” the maid revealed. “Congratulations, you have a baby brother.”

      Xiaofan turned with her answer. “Prepare my dress. I shall go see him.”

      The maid paused before replying, “The king forbids anyone from seeing the queen and the newborn for the next three days, and he expects you to understand.”

      Xiaofan took a step back. Why? Why would he forbid me from seeing my own brother? She failed to understand the decree, but she could do little to argue against her father’s orders.

      Three days went by, and Xiaofan was excited to finally meet her new baby brother. She ordered her maid to bring her the best dresses that she had. She shook her head and smiled as she left, only to return with ten different options for her. Xiaofan chose one and started to get ready.

      What will it be like to have a sibling? she thought to herself as she combed her long locks, oblivious to the fact that she already had a sibling.

      Xiaofan tied her hair back and took a look in the mirror. Her fair face with rosy pink cheeks was glowing, and her hair tied back looked elegant. She’d made an excellent choice with her dress, choosing to wear a lilac dress with ruffled sleeves. She looked divine, like a princess should.

      “Perfect,” she complimented herself and swirled. She then left her room, followed by two soldiers and three maids who accompanied her everywhere.

      Her parents’ room was at the end of the royal corridor. It was right next to her room, but it took at least five minutes to walk there, and Xiaofan never left her room without her army of soldiers and maids, even if it was for just five minutes.

      The maids knocked on the door to the king and queen’s room and announced Xiaofan’s presence. They allowed her to enter, and when she stepped in, she saw a small baby boy wrapped in a dark blue blanket that had dragon patterns embroidered on it. Daiyu was holding him close to her while Qianfan was sitting right next to her. Xiaofan came running in to see her brother, but she was not allowed to touch him.

      “Stop right there!” Qianfan yelled as he saw Xiaofan leaning in to hold the boy. “Are your hands clean?” he questioned. “We cannot take any chances with the newborn.”

      “Yes, Father, they are,” Xiaofan whispered.

      “You can just watch him from afar,” Qianfan declared, now standing up on his feet and looking down over the boy.

      “Honey, give it some time. You will get a lot of time to spend with your brother,” Daiyu whispered in a low voice with her eyes still on the boy. She didn’t even look at Xiaofan for a second.

      “Okay,” Xiaofan murmured.

      “Now that you have seen the newborn, you should head back to your room,” Qianfan ordered.

      “Yes, my dear. The ball is tonight, and there are still so many things to do in preparation,” Daiyu added.

      “Can I come to the ball, Mother?” Xiaofan asked, looking up at her mother with glowing eyes.

      “Yes, of course, but for now, you need to get going.”

      Xiaofan shook her head, indicating that she understood, but her inner monologue was failing to understand why Qianfan and Daiyu were treating her differently than before. She slowly left the room, and her army escorted her back to her own room.

      She marched in and slammed the door shut behind her. Something had changed; she could feel it in her bones and in the air. She felt like her place was being taken. She was being replaced by someone better, even if that someone was just an infant. The anger in her was something that she had inherited from her father, and that was what channeled her magical power the most. She had control over wind and fire, and she was being taught by the wise wizard of the castle how to control them.

      After hours of envying her new baby brother, Xiaofan decided to get ready for the ball. The festivities had begun, and the castle looked like a completely different place. It was decorated from one corner to another with flowers and silk drapes, and guests were arriving with presents and treats.

      Xiaofan could see all the glory from her room. This was something that she had never experienced, she had never seen something being celebrated to such transcendent extents at the castle.

      The maids knocked and entered her room, bringing a gown with them that was specifically made for her and sent by her mother. The dress was a pastel purple silk dress with long bell sleeves and traditional flowers embroidered onto it with jewels.

      “The queen has requested that you wear this,” the head maid said, and Xiaofan nodded as a sign of assurance.

      Xiaofan was a little relieved after receiving the dress. “She didn’t forget about me,” she muttered to herself and started to get ready for the ball.

      As much as Xiaofan was fond of the perks of being a royal, she hated gatherings; she hated meeting people and pretending to be nice to them. A royal ball was the last event that she looked forward to, and this time, she was already annoyed. In spite of the newborn, her mood swings were already unpredictable, and they would only get worse during the celebration.

      The ball had begun, and the main hall was filled with royal families from all around the country. Xiaofan arrived an hour late and greeted everyone with smiles and hugs.

      Oh, the misery, she thought every time she had to sweet talk another elderly person.

      After twenty minutes, the guards announced the arrival of the king, queen, and the prince. They walked in with all the grandeur of a happy and powerful royal family. Daiyu was holding the newborn, and Qianfan walked by her side. He was prouder than he had ever been his entire life. They came upfront while everyone showered them with flowers.

      “After years and years of waiting, we have finally been blessed with an heir, a prince. A boy who is going to continue our legacy, just like I did, just like my father did, and just like our ancestors did. Today is a blessed day that needs to be celebrated with all our hearts,” Qianfan announced in a loud, strong, and firm voice, silencing the crowd before them. “We name him Jinhai, for he is the golden sea that is going to bring in enlightenment.”

      Qianfan then took the magical stone to mark Jinhai’s wrist as per tradition. The packed hall started to chant, “Long live Prince Jinhai! Long live Prince Jinhai!”

      Daiyu broke into happy tears as she watched the scene unfold before her while Qianfan held onto her hand tightly and grinned. Xiaofan watched the events from where she stood above them.

      Why am I here and not down there with them? Am I not a part of the family? Questions started to boil in her mind one by one, when suddenly, she heard a whisper.

      “It was never like this when you or your sister was born.”

      Xiaofan paused, and then continued in a low voice, “When I was born?”

      “It was a little like this, but this is a lot more.” One of the maids revealed herself. “But at least you were welcomed. Your elder sister was not.”

      “What are you saying?” Xiaofan asked as shock and disbelief sparked under her skin. “I am the firstborn; I don’t have a sister.”

      The maid, who was known as Fang, suddenly realized how big of a mistake she had just made. She tried to take back her words, but it was too late. Xiaofan left the crowded ball and took Fang to her room, where she had no choice but to come clean to Xiaofan. While her parents and their guests were enjoying the ball, eating and drinking their hearts out while they celebrated, the somber truths of the castle and her parents were exposed to Xiaofan inside her room.

      Fang told her everything—how Xiuying was born, how she wasn’t accepted by Qianfan, how she was abandoned and raised by Mei, her attempted suicide, and her eventual expulsion to an abandoned island to die. Xiaofan just stood there while absorbing all the tales, staring at the kingdom in blissful hysteria from her room’s window.

      Her heart pounded in her chest as tears started to roll down her cheeks.

      “Please, don’t tell anyone that you heard this from me. They will incarcerate me, just like they imprisoned Mei,” Fang pleaded.

      “I won’t tell anyone, I promise.” Xiaofan sobbed. “I would like to be left alone now.”

      “Are you sure?” Fang asked, and Xiaofan nodded.

      As soon as Fang walked out, Xiaofan fell to her knees, struggling to breathe. “It has all been a lie!” She shook her head but failed to understand. “It has all been a lie!” she screamed again and cried.

      How can this be true?

      How can they just abandon my sister like that?

      Is their love for me even real, or is it all just a lie?

      My entire life has been a lie, a false reality.

      She could not contain herself any longer. She felt neglect and rage, so she decided to confront the source of all this… her parents. After all, she was her father’s daughter.

      The ball had now ended, and no one noticed that Xiaofan wasn’t there.

      Without asking for permission, she stomped her way over to her parents’ room and slammed open the door, yelling, “Why didn’t you ever tell me that I have a sister?”

      Her father didn’t even look surprised to see her standing there, her face fuming red. Her mother, at least, had the nerve to be a little shocked at her appearance.

      “Because it is not important for you to know,” Daiyu replied in polite disbelief at Xiaofan’s outburst.

      “And why is he a prince, and I’m not a princess?” Xiaofan pointed over to the newborn and back to herself.

      Qianfan walked toward her slowly, his footsteps hitting hard on the floor. He gripped her shoulders tightly, in a way that sent a sharp ache through her joints.

      “He is a he,” Qianfan stated firmly. “He is a boy, and you are a girl. There’s no such thing as a princess. He is superior to you.”

      Xiaofan stepped back, and the rage she saw in her father today was different… scarier.

      “Where is Xiuying?” Xiaofan mumbled as fear took over, and her anger shifted toward despair.

      Qianfan tied his hands back, started to walk toward his newborn, and chuckled. “Oh, Xiuying! She’s probably dead by now.” Xiaofan gasped, but that only made his wicked smile widen. “I sent her away. She destroyed our family and your mother.” He paused, giving her a long look before he opened his mouth again. “We treated you right, and look how karma repaid us. We have been blessed with a boy only because we gave you everything you needed.”

      Xiaofan couldn’t believe the words that she was hearing from her own father’s lips. All this time, he hadn’t loved her. He had done what he needed to do in order to obtain what he really wanted—a son. She meant nothing to him. Xiuying had been a victim of his hate, and though Xiaofan thought she was different, clearly, she had been wrong, too. But her father was not content with stopping there.

      “If you don’t agree with the decisions that I have made, maybe it is time for you to go, too.” He scowled at her.

      Xiaofan shuddered and took a few steps back. Was the person standing in front of her really her father? The one she played chess with and had conversations with about politics? Her eyes were red with tears.

      Daiyu interrupted at that moment, sensing the tension in the room. “Sweetheart, just go to your room. There’s nothing for you to worry about or know about. Don’t question your father.”

      Xiaofan stared at her in disbelief. After the lies, the hate, the threats from her own father—her mother would not stand for her, either. She nodded in a shaken state of horror at what her father might do to her. The possibilities were limitless.

      She ran toward her room with a broken heart and shattered hope.
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      Xiaofan could not stop shivering when she got back to her room, her shoulders aching from her father’s grip. She felt like someone had crushed her bones, and her soul had left her body. She sat down on her bed with her arms wrapped tightly around herself.

      “It’ll be fine,” she comforted herself, now understanding that she was living in a glass castle that was bound to break by someone she loved the most. The king was only going to be a father for a boy. That was loud and clear.

      A few days had gone by, and the weather was changing. The subtle spring had transformed itself into worrisome winters for Xiaofan. She had not seen her parents or heard from them, but she would hear from her maids about their affection toward the newborn. The efforts that they were making to mark his name in the kingdom and its history were great already.

      Every day, Qianfan would distribute golden coins and food amongst the underprivileged people of the kingdom to show his gratitude, to show love to his people. But Xiaofan knew now that it’s all just a show, an act of pretense to care for everyone in his kingdom.

      Rumors and whispers floated around the castle, questioning the presence of Xiaofan. From maids to soldiers, everyone was debating over what Xiaofan’s fate would be while she locked herself in her room, isolating from the world and praying that this was all just a horrible nightmare.

      Qianfan, on the other hand, was planning to get rid of her.

      “Karma has spoken,” he told himself. “There’s no need to deal with her anymore, especially after she dared talk back to me. How dare she?” he whispered to himself.

      His mind came up with ways to send her away, but what would he say to Daiyu? How would he convince her to send Xiaofan away, especially after Xiuying? The only person he ever held in high regards after himself was Daiyu. He loved her, but not the girls, even though they were smaller versions of his beloved. How unfortunate was he to not understand the worth of having girls born into his family?

      Xiaofan’s attitude toward other people had changed. Suddenly, the contentment, the reliance on the kingdom, and the trust in her parents had all vanished into thin air. The experience had somehow made her humble, humble enough to have normal conversations with the maids who looked after her growing up. Humble enough to make her understand the harsh realities of life and how quickly people can change.
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