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	“Till mountains crumble

	Till rivers run dry

	Till thunder rumbles in winter

	Till snow falls in summer

	And the earth mingles with the sky

	Not till then will my love die.”

	- Author unknown, from the Han Dynasty
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Prologue

	IMPERIAL CHANCELLOR LONG thought it rather late in the day to receive a summons from Emperor Chengdi to come to the throne room. Most peculiar.

	He glanced out into the courtyard, noticing the sun spraying pink ribbons over the beige, stone walls of the palace here in Chang’an.

	Better be dressed for his role, so he took off his relaxed, evening attire and put on his official black and gray robes. After all, he was the head administrator and top communicator of the Imperial Court. Someone had to run the empire, although he found his hands tied way too often by this idiot.

	What was all this about? Normally, Chengdi never bothered him before the emperor’s nightly forays into the city. The degenerate disguised himself as a commoner and tagged along with a few soldiers to pursue a night of drinking and cock fights. Certainly not what the Son of Heaven should be doing. He chuckled at the irrational title, that tried to turn the monarch into some type of deity. The man was thirty-nine years old and still acting like an irresponsible teenager.

	Long strode along the wooden corridor to Emperor Chengdi’s throne room, where a couple servants were lighting the red and gold lamps on the walls. The confined smoke tickled his nose and made him sneeze. The torches stabbed golden swords across the crimson floor.

	The wide center corridor had columns painted with the same colors and sprouting growling dragon heads on top, making them look more menacing in the darkened room. Six soldiers stood in front of the uprights. This is where the emperor greeted visiting dignitaries.

	At the far end, Chancellor Long stopped at the foot of the stairs leading to the golden throne. Where was the emperor? Normally, he would be waiting for him.

	Laughter emanated from behind the shaking curtains in the left corner of the room. Dressed in rough clothes not befitting his station, the emperor pushed aside the fabrics and staggered out. Shameful. Hitting the alcohol this early. Five other men in similar attire wobbled after him.

	Took all Long’s control to keep the disgust off his eyebrows and lips. He was good at it. His knew his reputation throughout the palace gave him the nickname “Stone Face.”

	He was surprised that Chengdi even noticed him standing there. Had the drunk forgotten he had requested his presence?

	“Oh!” remarked the emperor, lurching over to him. The Son of Heaven grabbed Long’s shoulder with one hand to steady himself and shoved a rolled-up scroll into his hand with the other. The smell of alcohol was nauseating. Long wanted to smack his hand away.

	“Take care of that will you?” he asked with a burp and a laugh. The others chimed in with their chuckles.

	 “Certainly, Your Imperial Majesty,” replied Long with a bow of his head. What was this? A proclamation to bathe his horse? He would not be surprised.

	This sad excuse for China’s leader reeled away toward the red entrance doors followed by his fellow drunks. If only he concentrated more on those Xiongnu barbarians at the border as much as his bottle, the empire would be in much better shape.

	Once the doors closed with a bang, Long moved over to below one of the lit lamps along the side wall. This room was too dim for his failing eyes. Being in his mid-thirties, he was not that old, but he noticed a weakening this year.

	He opened the rolled piece of paper and read the contents. A coldness spread through his stomach. The monster! He dropped the message. As he picked it off the floor, he stroked his throat in disbelief and pulled his goatee.

	This was an order to execute the emperor’s two young sons and their respective concubine mothers. But the boys were only two and five! He resisted the urge to crumple the message and throw it away.

	Long could not give this missive to a mere soldier. He walked over to the nearest guard. The man stiffened as he approached. The command still came out as a growl. “Get your commander.”

	The man charged out of the room.

	What to make of this? This weakling of an emperor would bring the walls of the Han Dynasty down around them all with his carousing rather than concentrating on his duties. And now this?

	The man’s father was not this destructive, although Long sometimes thought the reforms he enacted were based on personal miserliness instead of concern about administrative practices. While it was most appropriate to cut back on excess, too often the man shaved too close to the bone. And in so doing it resulted in an inability to attack the real problems.

	It did not take long for the doors leading from the outside to burst open, clattering against the back wall. The head of the fortress, Commander Shimin, stomped his way toward him, his large, muscular presence dominating the room. The soldier who delivered the message followed him. He stopped in front of Long and bowed. His face tightened at the late summons.

	Although his hands hesitated, the chancellor handed the paper to him.

	Shimin unfurled the missive and read it. The man’s eyes widened and watered. He grimaced. “I do not murder children.”

	How could he respond? He could not. At least not with anything that made sense. “We have our orders.”

	An understanding passed between them, an immense hatred for this latest Son of Heaven.

	The fortress commander turned and clomped out of the room, crumbling the paper in his hand.

	Who was behind all this? 

	It certainly could not be the Dowager Empress Wang, the real power behind the throne. She doted on those two boys. They constituted the line of succession.

	It could only be the consort Zhao Feiyan, Chengdi’s current harem favorite, who the dowager empress called “that dancing girl, far beneath the dignity of these majestic walls.”

	Being the highest-ranking administrator, Long could influence, but he could not offer any persuasion powerful enough to stop this. In these situations, he could only be a communicator of information. He detested these palace family intrigues in which he often wound up stuck in the middle. They should spend their time coordinating defenses against the barbarians threatening their borders.

	Within the hour, the two sons and their concubine mothers would be thrown into the dungeon.

	By morning, the two boys would be beheaded. The women would be offered suicide. If they did not, they would follow their offspring.

	Did this man not realize that he was destroying his true heirs? There was no guarantee that Feiyan would be able to reproduce.

	Imperial Chancellor Long returned to his apartment. He pounded his fist into one of the wooden pillars, causing it to crack. That post had seen a lot of damage lately, especially every time another court sycophant with absolutely no military expertise was assigned a position in the army. No wonder incursions by the barbarians were so successful.

	He felt dirty. Another bath in the offing? He adjusted his chair to face his little courtyard, which was dotted with trees surrounded by wood-lined squares with manicured beds of stones. He plopped himself into his chair. His mind racing, he shoved his palms against his eyes. He would not be sleeping tonight. His nightly dreams—if he could sleep at all—or his thoughts would be about the terrors happening in the cells beneath his feet.
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	PRINCESS HUANG HUA kicked the leather ball across the courtyard outside her apartment. “Get it!”

	Little Xiaosheng, only three, ran after it on his pudgy legs. Despite his age, he could kick the ball with surprising precision. If he kept practicing, he could compete one day.

	Perhaps playing sports as someone who had the potential to ascend to the throne of empress was considered undignified. She was twenty-four after all and should know better about how to act. But so what? This was one of the few ways to experience a spark of joy within these suffocating walls.

	“Princess,” yelled Jin Chyou, her handmaiden. “Need to get ready. They’ll be here soon.”

	“Fine,” she said, shrugging and moving inside her quarters.

	It was the middle of the day, and she had to don fancy attire. These outfits were normally worn for one of those evening dinners she had to attend. True, she should be happy with this break in routine as opposed to most of her dull days in the palace. Still, she would prefer to sit at her desk and carve her little clay statues.

	Her assistant came out carrying the different components of her dress. “You’re meeting foreigners. Must look your best.”

	“I know. I know,” she said. “But as always, I won’t have much to do anyway.” This session would be the same as all the others. Act like a proper Chinese princess, sit in the background, and keep your mouth shut. And of course, support your husband in everything he says. At least in public. When would be her chance to speak?

	Ten years in this suffocating palace. When she was fourteen, her father gave her to the Imperial Court as a gift. Being a major administrator for one of the northern states bordering the enemy Xiongnu kingdom, he wanted to keep his present position, and since he had no son, here she was. Such “hostages” were a tradition to obtain favorable treatment or to keep one’s post. The royal family was always searching for new princes and princesses to add to their dynasty. It was only logical to have some spares around, since one never knew if an heir might die in battle or by sickness. Therefore, the Han Family Dynasty could be composed of anyone. If the individual was found pleasing enough, they would be brought into the family and placed in the line of succession. She must have passed the test before the dowager empress. 

	But what shocked her more about that day was being treated so rudely by her father of all people!

	She replayed that day in her mind at least once a day. A cadre of officials and soldiers arrived in their village on horseback from the Han capital of Chang’an. One of them was the handsome Prince Liu Qian, her husband-to-be, a man only a couple years older than her.

	Her father pulled her outside and stripped her naked in front of the entire assembly. Even Qian blushed. She covered what she could to keep her modesty. What was she—a pig for auction being examined for imperfections? The transaction was completed right there. She picked her clothes off the ground and hugged them around her freezing body. Qian jumped off his horse and wrapped her in his cloak. He took her aside, helped her onto an empty steed, and spirited away to the capital.

	She never saw her family again.

	The one close connection to her home village was her handmaiden, Chyou. Her childhood friend was ecstatic when Hua requested her from the palace a few weeks after her arrival. The two of them always dreamed of leaving that boring village.

	But Guo, a boy who lived down the street, had the gentlest eyes. The two of them were starting to drift a little closer. She thought he would be her first kiss, but her father always criticized her for hanging around with him. With the arrival of Qian, none of that was to be. Her thoughts drifted back to him occasionally as the months passed by. He was only a distant memory now.

	Hua sent letters to her mother, but nothing to her father. She refused to even mention him. But it was not totally his fault. Did he know that he had been manipulated?

	And she held such tender memories growing up with him. Kicking a ball, running through the autumn leaves, swimming in the lakes, hiking through the mountains. Now, she had to sweep those recollections and feelings aside. They caused nothing but pain after his humiliating treatment of her. If only none of this had ever happened. But she could not dwell on being back home. Although she did. Every day.

	Of course, she had no room to complain. Her husband had been offered as a “hostage” from another village along the same border a year before. Qian’s future was bright. He might even ascend to the throne and become the next Son of Heaven with Hua sitting beside him as empress. Would such a position be less boring than the current one? Probably not, although it might give her access to more reading material. Women were not given much education, if any, in the hinterlands. But here in the palace, she had the opportunity to sneak off to the royal library. Qian knew about her visits and helped her with the hard words.

	Chyou laid the different parts of her clothing across multiple chairs in the common room while a servant whisked Xiaosheng away.

	“We’ll play later,” Hua shouted after him.

	She did like to wear fine dresses though. She wished she would be able to do it more often.

	Hua stretched out her arms in front of her, and Chyou pulled the short sleeve blouse down her arms, over her head, and to her waist. Hua liked the colors on this one, a light pink with pale flowers on top descending to pure white at the waist. It fit well with her pale skin.

	Her handmaiden kneeled on the floor opening the hole of the dress. “Step.”

	Hua stepped into the center. Chyou pulled it from the floor to her waist, exposing the same colors but with the pattern in reverse, going from a white to a darker pink.

	“Hold it,” said Chyou. Hua held the waist while her assistant dropped a transparent dress onto the floor. Looked like the viewers would only get a glimpse of the full colors today.

	“Can we skip that today?” asked Hua, getting irritated. “What’s the sense of having all these beautiful colors and then making them hard to see?”

	Chyou shrugged. “Fine.” She picked the extra dress off the floor and threw it over a chair. She grabbed the wide silk belt of darker rose with the same white flowers from the other chair. Hua let go of the dress as her handmaiden tightened the belt right underneath her breasts.

	“Oof,” exclaimed Hua.

	“Has to stay up,” responded Chyou.

	Hua fingered the two strips that always fell to her knees. “Two different ones today?”

	“Needed to mix it up a bit.”

	On her left side was a plain white ribbon. On her right was a string of gray beads that, halfway down, connected to a flat gold teardrop with a pearl hanging inside. This gave birth to three beaded cords ending in pale tassels of different lengths.

	“Certainly different.”

	“Arms.”

	Hua stretched out her arms, again.

	Chyou pulled on the similarly colored jacket, which left a rectangle of skin exposed in the middle of her chest.

	“These sleeves are ridiculous,” remarked Hua. She always hated these appendages that stupidly flared to extraordinary widths at her wrists. If she stuck her arms straight out, she would resemble a bird with mammoth wings.

	Chyou smirked. Hua knew she complained every time.

	“Time for your hair.”

	Hua’s hair ended in the middle of her back. Chyou disassembled the ponytail and piled her hair into a circle atop the rear of her head, the traditional style for a married woman. Being unmarried, Chyou wore hers sinched low in the back.

	“Bend over.” 

	“Uh,” said Hua as the headdress—a mix of pale and blushing berries—puffed out in the front and tugged into place against the bun. Hua raised her head while Chyou made the final hair adjustment, pulling out two long, slender tendrils of hair to descend on either side of her face.

	“Finally.”

	They finished right in time. Old “Stone Face” appeared in the doorway with Qian beside him. The chancellor made a small bow to her. “Princess Huang Hua, they’re here.”

	She nodded.

	Now, her husband did look dashing. Tall, black-haired and a sharp nose on an oval face. He stepped into the room, wearing a dark blue robe edged in gold which crossed at the neck with a white one underneath, peeking out at his ankles, wrists, and collar. Golden dragons adorned the top and bottom. Of course, he had those same ridiculous sleeves, too.

	Qian smiled at her ensemble. He obviously approved. Well, she was a princess, after all. She had to look like one.

	Chyou kneeled in front of her. “Shoes.”

	Hua slipped her feet inside the pink and white confections that curled at the toes. Could not kick balls around with these on.

	“One more thing...” Her handmaiden shoved a circular fan with the same color motif in her hand. She was not permitted to show her face. Why have an imperial family at all if no one was allowed to view them? Another stupid rule.

	Chancellor Long led the way. She fell in behind her husband and his bodyguard Yuxan. Jun, her guard, walked beside her. She rolled her eyes at him. He suppressed a chuckle.

	What was this audience about? They only found out about the meeting this morning when a note from Stone Face arrived during breakfast.

	The relationship between Hua and Qian was not what was expected for a married couple. They were never that intimate ever since they met and officially wed. Even their wedding night was faked for the recorders. Fourteen and sixteen? They were both too scared to do the deed. But they were wise enough to recognize their places as political pawns. Surprisingly, the Han family took them in with open arms. Took two years before they consummated, and when they did, it was reluctantly. A few concubines were eager to take her place. Ten years together now of playing the roles of prince and princess. The Imperial Court acted pleased enough.

	But one thing they could do was confide in each other. Like brother and sister.

	The audience hall was a smaller replica of the emperor’s throne room. In front of the stage sat two tables. The two men seated rose as their approach.

	As she passed by, she held her fan alongside her face so they could not get a good look at her. It was not acceptable, especially for foreigners, to gaze upon the women of the royal family. But such people from far-off lands were not a new thing to her, since she met a few back in her old homestead. The capital of Chang’an was the eastern end of the Silk Road, and her hometown to the west was the center of that fabric’s production.

	She peeked her eye around the edge of the handheld accessory. Both men had brown hair. The one on her left had a wide face with a rather pug nose. The other had a narrow face with a pointy chin and lighter hair.

	Qian ascended the stage followed by Hua, and they seated themselves on the gold thrones.

	Since the visitors were not eunuchs, they were not permitted to even address the women of the Imperial Palace directly. Therefore, “Stone Face” moved a pink screen in front of her. Oh, great! Now, her vision was blurred. She could fall asleep here, and no one would even notice. But they might—Qian said she snored. Loudly.

	Long descended the stairs and faced her and her husband. The chancellor made deep bows to both and turned to the two men standing at their tables, making a short bow of his head to each of them.

	“You are in the presence of Prince Liu Qian and Princess Huang Hua of the Han Imperial House.”

	Qian and I bowed our heads. Hopefully, they could see her.

	Clearing his throat, he continued, “His Imperial Majesty has expressed the desire to establish a trade agreement with Da Qin. He wishes to send Their Highnesses there as envoys.”

	What? A trip away from this suffocating palace? Her heart stopped. Her breath certainly did. Were her ears deceiving her? She ran across that name in the library. Da Qin. The empire in the far West. They had another term for that place, which she heard from the foreigners she met back home. The Roman Empire.

	How exciting! New lands to explore! New people to meet! She dropped her fan and punched her arms into the air. The screen shook and threatened to fall over. Everyone glanced in her direction.

	Long turned back toward the royals. “On your right is Gratian, an expert on the land route, and on your left is Drusus, for the sea.”

	The visitors’ two tables were filled with large scrolls—maps no doubt.

	The chancellor returned to the men. “The prince will speak.” Long moved over and leaned against a pillar, his hands joined in front of him.

	Qian looked at Hua as if to ask, “Me?” He descended the stage and approached the man on the right.

	Her mind was swimming. She missed the beginning of her husband’s conversation. A journey. An extremely long one from what she understood from the merchants they met back home. They mentioned that the trek could last years. But what about Xiaosheng?

	“As you know,” said Gratian, “Chang’an is where the trade road begins.” He pointed at a location on the map and traced the route across the rest of the scroll. “Through the Western provinces. Around Parthia. Since they’ve prevented you from doing this in the past, we’ll avoid them, moving north and crossing a few lakes. Through Greece and onto Rome.”

	“Dangerous?” asked Qian.

	“There are always bandits along the way.”

	Sounds exciting!

	Qian crossed his arms over his chest. “How long? Round trip?”

	“Oh, two to three years. If you’re lucky.”

	Two to three years? Somebody just plunged a knife into her heart. She certainly dreamed of escaping this place but for that length of time? Hua wanted to push the screen aside and shout her objection. But she wanted to be seen as a dutiful wife, so she struggled to remain silent. No matter. The shock of it all made her voice disappear.

	She leaned forward, dropped her fan, and pressed her face against the stretched material, letting out a heavy sigh. Stone Face and the others noted her reaction.

	Drusus spoke. “I see the princess is a bit distressed with the land timetable.”

	She chuckled. Did it show? She thought she was doing a great job hiding her dismay. Of course, nobody could remain as immobile as the chancellor. She wished she had his powers of self-control.

	“I have a better solution,” he continued. “The sea.” He unfurled a scroll which covered his table. Qian moved behind him. “You take the Yellow River to the open water. Go south to your main port. From there, we can be in India in three months. Then to Rome, another three. Six, maximum. If we’re lucky. Stay at the emperor’s palace for six while we wait for the spring winds. Another six to return. Probably an eighteen-month trip overall. Could even be shorter.”

	Certainly sounded better than the land route. She allowed herself to take a breath again and sat back in her chair. The two men smiled at her. Still. Eighteen was a big number.

	“All by water?” asked Qian. “I thought you had to cross a desert from what you call the Red Sea to this large lake here.”

	“No,” continued Drusus, pointing to locations on the map. “Long ago, the kings of Egypt—the place you named Haixi, West of the Sea—built a passageway known as the Canal of the Pharaohs from there to the Nile River. There are some small lakes to the north. The main part begins at the northern end of one of them and drops you into one of the delta’s tributaries. Back then, it was wide enough for two ships side by side. It silted up over the years, but the good news is that the Romans are dredging it. When I left, they had one lane open. You show up and you’re certainly going to get precedence. And there’s another canal that links the Nile’s tributaries together. We take that down river to Alexandria, the major port on the Mediterranean Sea. From there we cross to Rome.”

	“Dangerous?”

	“We could run into some pirates.”

	Pirates? What was worse, pirates or bandits?

	Qian turned to her. He didn’t look too thrilled either. But what could either of them do? This was a command from the emperor. Nevertheless, it did sound exciting despite being forced into it. Hua nodded. Water was the preferable option, considering the length of time.

	Her husband addressed Long. “Where do we go from here?”

	The chancellor strolled back to the tables. “When should we start the voyage?”

	“Now,” said Gratian.

	She gasped. They heard that too. What? Now? Too much, too soon, being stripped away like that. She needed time to prepare, physically but mostly mentally. Xiaosheng. Her statues. How could she continue making those with the rocking of a ship?

	“We need to catch the summer monsoon winds,” said Drusus.

	“And while the Yellow River is full,” said Stone Face. “Let us begin preparations. We leave in two weeks. Gentlemen, you will be our guides into this new land.”

	Gratian shook his head. “But we have our own trade goods to sell.”

	Long smirked. “Nonsense. The two of you will accompany us and be compensated much more than any of your puny profits would tally from your wares.” Both their eyebrows shot up. “This audience is concluded. You will be taken to apartments here in the palace to refresh yourselves. Tomorrow morning, tasks will be determined and assigned. The emperor will be quite pleased with our progress.”

	The men quickly gathered their maps.

	Eighteen months! And that is if they lucked into favorable weather and minimum obstacles. But just think—getting away from here! Oh, no! What about Xiaosheng? Surely, he could come, too. He would be nearing five years old by the time she returned. Would he even remember her?
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	WITH THE GLADIATORIAL arena on the western edge of Rome and Lucan’s villa on the Palatine Hill overlooking the Forum, Alexander Severus was glad he took his uncle’s advice and hired a cart to take him and his friend Caius Atticus there. Especially when wearing full armor under a blistering sun.

	Why armor on his down time? Diana liked him in it. Anything to please her.

	Still, Caius was always suspicious of Diana. He had mentioned on several occasions that he thought she was nothing but an armor chaser. What did he know? Alexander brushed off such comments.

	So, here he was decked out in his uniform, while Caius was clad in a dark brown tunic with gold edging, which went well with his dark, North African skin. Alexander was surprised that his friend had found the tall and slender Dihya from his same city here. But he should not be amazed. Rome attracted citizens from across the empire. One could meet anyone from anywhere on any day.

	He was lucky to have found Diana, especially after all that had transpired. He needed to get outside himself.

	There were limited opportunities for dating venues in Rome. Gladiatorial games, like this one. Chariot races. Taverns for dinner. That was about it if one did not want an irritating chaperone following them around. When Dihya came with Caius to a chariot race, she brought Diana along. Alexander was wearing his military uniform at the time, and she made a joke about him removing his helmet so that people behind him could watch the proceedings. They agreed to meet at the races the following week. Sporting events were visited about once a month, and they met at taverns for dinner around once a week.

	Like her dyed blond hair, which was now the fashion rage, she brought light into his life. About a head shorter than him, she was always impeccably dressed, always wearing a tunic which accentuated her figure, and sported cinches on her shoulders that exposed her bare arms. He moved aside her contrasting, colored cloak which kept shifting from her right side to her front. He liked the round gold pin depicting the sun on her shoulder. She loved to get her hair plaited and always wore a curved band across her head. Obviously rich, Diana smelled like flowers dancing in the sun. With her clear, clean complexion, small, upturned nose, painted red lips, and green eyes, she turned heads whenever she walked into a room.

	But there was more to her than mere looks. When Alexander told her that he and Caius were guards in Augustus’s palace, she showed interest in his future. With his military background, he could follow a path into politics. She even showed interest in his painting endeavors. And her father must have hired a tutor for her since she could both read and write.

	One time, he accidently met her father at the same tavern they were attending. Maybe not so much an accident, since he was probably checking him out.

	What a wonderful six months of being together! She could be the one.

	Caius said that she was always digging for information but never revealed much about herself. His friend could not be more wrong. True, she did like him to wear his uniform most of the time.

	“Six months. Only one kiss?” commented Caius. “No.”

	His friend was wrong.

	They arrived at the archways of the arena. Diana should be waiting here somewhere.

	Caius’s lady friend could not attend the games today. She was going to another part of Rome to visit a sick relative. Alexander got the impression his friend was coming along to play chaperone.

	As they neared the entrance gate, the smell of the food vendors brought a welcome aroma. Ah! He would have to pick a snack for Diana and him.

	The growing loud murmur of the crowd from inside the building filled the surrounding courtyard.

	Caius stepped in front of him and bumped Alexander’s chest with his own. “Back!”

	What was this? He stepped back and swatted his friend on the shoulder. They were almost there!

	Caius grabbed his shoulders and attempted to turn him around. “Go!”

	Alexander remained in place. He felt embarrassed to be treated this way in front of the others milling around. “What? What did you see?” He pushed his friend aside to survey the scene.

	There in an alcove near one of the gates.

	He recognized her. Diana? Kissing someone?

	“No!” exclaimed Alexander. He cocked his head to survey the scene.

	That man! He was close enough to catch his thick, black, curly hair. A tattoo spread across the back of his neck. He was not dressed as a soldier.

	Alexander reviewed the events of his relationship with Diana, trying to detect clues as to why she would be acting this way. The more he did, the more he came up empty. He had no need for this right now. Not when things were going so well. Was Caius right? His stomach hardened, and his anger rose.

	He shoved Caius, almost knocking him over. He needed to stop those two now.

	Caius pushed back.

	He needed to do something. He could not let this go on.

	As he grabbed the hilt of his sword, the crowd backed away from the two of them.

	His friend hit him in the shoulder. “Let’s go!”

	Alexander tried to squirm past him.

	Caius blocked him, growling, “No! Don’t!”

	His shoulders drooped. Tears formed in the corners of his eyes. Six months! And here he thought he had found someone who was going to lift him out of the despair that he suffered these past couple years. Someone he could look forward to the future with. An improvement of his fortunes. He closed his eyes and lowered his head. What had he ever done to her?

	Caius had been right after all. His friend shoved his face so close; their noses were on the verge of touching. “Not worth it.”

	He was right. He clenched his fists. It would do nothing. And it would bring shame upon the legion.

	Caius placed his arm around his shoulders and led Alexander in the opposite direction. “Let’s go home.”

	Sometime tomorrow, he expected to hear his “I told you so.”
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	HUA SMACKED THE bath water, splashing Chyou who relaxed on the pool’s rock ledge. The meeting with the merchants had gotten her in high spirits.

	“Stop it!” yelled Chyou, scooching away from her.

	Hua laughed and glanced at the baths’ open sky. She floated over to the ragged cliff face on the opposite side of the pool and stopped underneath the waterfall where she let the water stream through her hair. One could not get too close to the wall since it was too easy to get jabbed with the jutting black and brown stones. Nice to be able to have a separate time in here reserved just for her. Her husband had his own time, and the concubines had theirs together. The emperor and his immediate family had their own facility. As she swam back over to the edge, Hua sighed. The design of the baths reminded Hua of a site where she and Chyou used to go for a swim back home, a long time ago.

	“You’re excited about this, aren’t you?” said her handmaiden, wiping droplets from her face.

	A chance to get away from here! A trip on the seas! New things to experience! People to meet! She never even dreamed about such a thing ever happening.

	“Aren’t you?” Hua asked.

	“Where am I in all this?”

	“You’re coming, too. You’re my handmaiden. What did you expect?”

	Her friend was not convinced.

	Hua leaned on the rock ledge. “Doesn’t this remind you of the pond back home where we dreamt of being in the Imperial Palace?”

	“And you see how that turned out.”

	Chyou always possessed that streak of doubt, of pessimism. But she had to admit she was right about the palace.

	Their dreams of life in the capital involved trips across the empire, meeting people from all over, and elaborate parties. Instead, it turned out to be a prison. Dull days restrained to the palace rooms was no way to live. No wonder she learned the art of carving statues. The few meetings she attended with foreigners were just like the last one, with a screen hiding her. Occasionally, a celebration was held where Hua would stand on a balcony watching fireworks and lanterns adorning the sky. But she was so far away, she only appeared as a colorful speck. Parties? Not too exciting when you greet the same familiar faces and vaguely from behind a fan. Their future in the capital did not turn out how they envisioned.

	Over the years, the stultifying boredom created a rift between them, a matter they never expected. After a while, Chyou resented her for bringing her here. The privilege of position raised Hua into another level above the common blackhead, forcing her friend to wait on her every need. She had to make this new shift in their lives to bring them back to the way things used to be. Well, it would not happen unless she made some moves herself in that direction. Bring back the old days. Hence, the splash.

	Hua wiped the hair out of her eyes. “Well, this will be different. Just imagine! A sea voyage! We’ll be the first to see the sights of the Roman Empire. Meeting people. Like their emperor.”

	Chyou grunted. “You cook up these schemes, and look how they turn out.”

	In the past, Hua was the prime instigator of their little adventures, and she admitted things did not always turn out as she wanted. True, the investigation of the abandoned temple resulted in both suffering broken limbs when the floor collapsed. How about fording the rushing river on that rickety bridge? Luckily, they were good swimmers. But she would never live down their move to the Imperial Palace.

	Chyou gave her one of her sly glances. “A trip to Rome. The other side of the world? I have a bad feeling about this.”

	Hua slapped the surface again, sending another spray her way.

	“Stop it, Hua.”

	“You should be happy.” Hua dunked herself underneath the refreshing warm waters. Did they have baths like this where they were going? She hoped so. Reappearing, she pushed back her long hair. “You can’t say that you’ve been ecstatic here. You’ve been suffering just as much as me.”

	Her handmaiden gave another grunt.

	Don’t admit I’m right about this. “Think of it this way. If I didn’t get us out of that sleepy village, we’d never be going on this trip.”

	Her friend shrugged.

	“Not like we can refuse to go. It’s a command from the emperor himself. You’ll see. It will be the best thing to happen to us.” The only bright sunlight in this whole scheme was coming back here to see Xiaosheng.

	Chyou shook her head. “I’m going to have to find you some more clothes. I’ll get some ordered and raid the closets.”

	“Fine. Going to have to be quick. We leave in two weeks.” Perhaps that would keep her busy for a while. Step one in bringing her back. How about shocking her? “Now, what’s all this about Jun?”

	Chyou turned to her, her mouth flopped open. There that got her.

	It had been a few months now. One day as she quietly opened the door of the library to leave, she caught Chyou and Jun down the corridor leaning against the wall kissing. And that was no silly peck on the lips. That kiss was the type delivered by Yue Lao, the god of love. She backed into the room and quietly shut the door.

	The legend was told that a long time ago, a woman was sent far away to the moon while her husband remained on Earth. When the Queen Mother Goddess found out about this horrible situation, she was furious and sent Yue Lao to live in a cave on the moon and gave him the task of fixing their separation. To prevent such tragedies from happening in the future, every August, the goddess would write the names of single men and women along with their attributes in a book and send it to him. There, he would match the people based on their likes and dislikes and use a red silk thread to bind the two people’s ankles together. No matter what difficulties and obstacles a couple may experience, Yue Lao would make sure they are bound to find each other.

	Hua leaned against the shelves. She closed her eyes and toyed with her jade necklace. Her chest felt heavy. If only she could experience a kiss like that. She never had, even with Qian.

	“How long have you known?” asked Chyou.

	“A few months now,” replied Hua.

	Chyou shook her head.

	Yes, she had to bring them back together again.

	A dark figure passed behind the pine tree branches his straw sandals slapping on the stone path. Who was coming? To be on the safe side, Hua dipped herself deeper into the waters with only her eyes above the water line.

	Qian appeared around a corner wearing casual gray robes. He approached Chyou. “You may leave.”

	She rose and bowed.

	Qian gave her a quick nod. As she disappeared in the same direction he came, her husband took Chyou’s place on the ledge. “You’re certainly happy.”

	“I hardly slept last night, I’m so excited.”

	“I could tell. I didn’t hear any snoring.”

	Hua giggled.

	“Well, I’m glad you feel this way.” He lowered his voice. “After what happened the other night in the dungeon, I think our position in this palace might be precarious.”

	Her blood ran cold when she heard the news of the murders of the heirs and their mothers. Those poor little boys. What monster would order such a thing? The other concubines were terrified. But this strange custom of turning non-family members—these “hostages” like themselves—into relatives of the imperial family was not new. Multiple emperors ascended the throne in a similar manner. When there were no male successors, those who arrived as gifts could become the Sons of Heaven.

	“No, I don’t think so,” she said.

	He twisted his lips as if to admonish her. “Hua, be practical. With this emperor, he may think extra princes and princesses are expendable.”

	This is what she liked about Qian. In public, she acted like the traditional meek, subservient royal wife. Away from everyone’s prying eyes, they could talk with each other. Really talk. How many times did he come into her chambers, jump on their bed, and start a two-hour discussion on this or that? She should be happy with a marriage like that. Not all such arrangements were as comfortable as hers. She heard terrible stories about others. She should be grateful they had a bond, although it resembled more like between a brother and sister. What she wanted was like Jun and Chyou had, a deep, overwhelming passion.

	But something else was seriously missing from their relationship, which tortured her daily. A child. She was not Xiaosheng’s mother. Feng, a concubine, was. Hua was unfruitful. And it was not for lack of trying. Still, such a major imperfection made no diminishing of her in Qian’s eyes. 

	She kept busy educating herself in the library. The apartment displayed an extensive collection of the small statues she sculpted, perfect for house shrines. She prayed every day to the goddess Songzi Niangniang, the maiden who brings children. Her likeness depicted her dressed in fine array like an empress, holding an infant. But any blessings from her so far had not been forthcoming.

	She raised her eyebrows. “So, you think we’re in danger remaining here? I don’t understand why. This is all about Consort Zhao Feiyan. Not us. She’ll fall out of favor eventually and another one will take her place.” Certainly not a wise move for the emperor to put all his hopes in one bucket. That was typical Chengdi. No forethought.

	Qian moved closer. “Which makes this even more precarious. This trip is happening at the right time.”

	She pushed the wet hair out of her eyes. “No, you’re wrong. We’re real princes and princesses. Others arrived, too, in the same way, and ascended to the throne. Like you will.”

	“If he was willing to do that to his own flesh, who are we? We have the opportunity to get away from here for a while. Let things settle down. Or they could get worse. This drunken emperor—"

	She glanced at the entrances above. Awfully loose with his words. Someone could overhear them. 

	He shrugged. “Don’t worry. All the doors are closed. Jun and Yuxan are outside. This immature Son of Heaven may collapse the entire dynasty. With all these wars going on, who’s he placing in charge of the armies? Not experienced generals. Sycophants with no experience in warfare. Stone Face sees it. I know he does.”

	She understood. Going into battle on the orders of people who had no understanding of war endangered everyone.

	Her husband was passionate about the soldiers and their concerns, since he spent his life along the volatile border. Qian had participated in his share of battles. In one, an arrow had cut across the top of his left arm, leaving him a thick, white scar. 

	“And if we don’t get a trade agreement,” he continued, “what will happen to us when we return with him in charge? Will we wind up like those little boys?”

	Hua shut her eyes. She never thought of that. Now, she saw the trip as an opportunity to flee. Yes, this trip was a good thing.

	But every bright sky had one dark cloud. “Your son! You’re not going to see him for a year and a half?”

	He scratched the stone ledge. “He can’t be exposed to any of these dangers. The trip is perilous.”

	He was right. There were the bandits that were mentioned.

	In one way, it sounded exciting. Just to get away from these oppressive walls and get out into the world again would fulfill her fantasies. So, what if a little risk was involved? She was willing to take it. “Chyou can come, can’t she?”

	“Certainly.”

	“How about your valet?”

	Qian bent over to her. “Wen will stay here. He can monitor the palace situation and take any appropriate precautions.”

	Her stomach dropped. What was he talking about? “What type of precautions?” she whispered.

	“He knows how to contact my brother and the rest of my family. If anything happens, Xiaosheng and his mother will be extracted from the palace and placed in a safe location.”

	She appreciated his point. One would have to be blind not to notice the deteriorating political situation in the empire. This last horrific event brought it so immediate. What else could this foolish emperor do?

	“I suppose you’re right,” she said. She’d miss the little ball player. A year and a half without him. Way too long. “We can bring him to the boat, can’t we? Please?”

	“Certainly.”

	She pushed herself back into the center of the pool and dipped underneath. Departure in two weeks. How exciting! New vistas! New people! New everything! No more wood and paper grid walls. But no Xiaosheng. That would be the most painful of all. Their remaining time together would be excruciating.

	Qian beckoned her to come to the edge of the pool. When she arrived, he placed his index finger under her chin and drew her out of the water, planting a kiss on her lips. There it was. That peck. A kiss…but not the kiss she longed for.
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	HAND ME THAT red, will you?” requested Alexander.

	Caius grabbed the small cup of paint and handed it to him.

	This was one of the rooms where his uncle Lucan held his parties for his fellow senators, their wives, and special guests. He was happy that he had given him the assignment of filling the empty walls.

	His father had said that he was born with a paintbrush in his hand. Talking came slowly to him. Painting was his preferred method of communication. He would draw on whatever he could find, which sometimes got him into a lot of trouble. His parents always showed off his work to anyone who would listen.

	His parents. He rubbed his wrists. The thoughts of them made his body ache. None of this was supposed to happen. The gods were at fault.

	At the time, he was stationed in the fortress of Narbo along the south coast of Gaul. Caius was standing next to him in the stables, grooming horses.

	The mail soldier handed him a letter. It was from Uncle Lucan in Rome. The writing was shaky. His father, his mother, his twelve-year old sister, and his little brother of nine were all dead. An epidemic had ravaged the city.

	Alexander dropped the brush. His knees buckled. Fortunately, Caius caught him under the armpits and lowered him to the ground. Felt like any life inside him had been snuffed out. His entire family! Gone!

	His uncle’s wife, dear Aunt Valentia, had also succumbed. He stated that he need not return home right now. He could finish out his term of duty in Gaul while this pestilence died out. He only had seven months of his assignment in Narbo to go.

	The following day, he and his cohort marched through the town on their way into the hills for military exercises. On the way, he spied a young girl sitting in the street, combing the hair of her doll. The memory of his sister doing the exact same thing stabbed his eyes. Would every little thing he encounter from now on remind him of them? And he was the only one left. What an existence to endure!

	Returning to Rome, Alexander met Uncle Lucan at Port Ostia. The two of them hugged and shared some tears.

	The final blow was to find no monument to them beside the Appian Way. With so many bodies, a pit was dug halfway between the city and the harbor. His family members were all dumped into a mass grave. No honor in that. The thought of it still boiled his blood.

	Arriving at his parents’ villa, he found nothing but emptiness. No laughter. No greetings. Thick dust covered the furniture. A light breeze blew a smell of mustiness from the open atrium.

	His uncle did not want him staying there, with each room reeking of happy yet painful memories. Generously, Lucan offered him to move into his villa which sat on the Palatine Hill not far from the emperor’s. He even invited Caius to live there, too. To make it more convenient, he arranged for both to work as guards in the emperor’s palace. That eliminated the long trip to the port’s fortress. So, Alexander sold the home.

	Recognizing his artistic talents, his uncle was kind enough to let him paint his rooms. Another room was already finished, a much smaller one done in geometric designs.

	Alexander stood near the top of the ladder, working on the border next to the ceiling. His conception was a pastoral scene stretching around all four sides with grasses, trees, and winding roads with villas in the distance. Tradition dictated to separate the individual wall panels with some design. He decided that the boundary would be a marble column. This would unite the pictures and emulate standing within the colonnade. The first wall was close to being finished.

	One house stood out from the rest, a representation of his parents’ home. A pang struck his heart every time he gazed upon it, but by seeing this daily, he hoped it could help reduce the ache. All homes usually had some type of shrine to their ancestors. One needed to remember. This would be his version. He dared not even pass by the old villa anymore. The pain would be too great.

	Caius always helped, since doing frescos was at least a two-person affair. One mixed the plaster and kept it wet while the other slapped the mixture on the wall, smoothed it, and applied the paint. This style of painting was tedious, but that was how the colors seeped into the surface, making it permanent. This art would remain long after everyone in the room had gone.

	Narrow metal stands with basins lit the room, providing enough light for nighttime work. A good thing, since he could only work on this in the evening after their soldiering duties and dinner.

	His thoughts drifted to Diana. It had only been a couple weeks since the incident at the arena. The heat from his anger saturated his face when he thought of her. “Now, Diana—.”

	“Cease. I told you so.”

	There it was. His friend had showed marvelous self-constraint before that sentence erupted out of his mouth.

	“I would have smashed that guy’s head into that marble column.” His fury took a hold of his hands. He shoved the brush into the border section, creating a disconcerting red splotch.

	“Calm down. Paint.”

	Alexander took a deep breath. He had to concentrate. He pulled out a knife and scraped away the splat and a part of the plaster. “I’ll need some more plaster. Just a bit.”

	Caius dipped his trowel into the wet muck, extracted a little, and handed it upwards.

	After scraping off the old, he applied the new and smoothed it. Handing the implement back, he painted it the correct way.

	Alexander could not let it go. “What should I do now? I really thought—”

	“Shut up. Paint.”

	This business with Diana was a dagger to his heart. Six months! The whole idea of getting married, starting a family, and making his ancestors proud crossed his mind. He hoped they were watching from those Elysian Fields right now. Now, the opportunity with Diana was gone. Alexander was the only one left to carry on the line. Would he be able to find another?

	Caius struck the ladder with his hand. “Rome’s big. There are others.”

	A knock echoed from the atrium. Felix, Lucan’s loyal servant for the past thirty years and head of the household, rushed toward the entrance.

	The door creaked open. He heard some incoherent mumbling.

	Footsteps got louder and stopped at the doorway.

	Felix bowed. “May I present Plinius Lampadius.”

	Diana’s father! His stomach dropped. Only met him that once. What did he want? Was something wrong? He descended the ladder.

	His friend mumbled in a sing-song voice as he passed by, “Behave.”

	Alexander took a couple steps closer. “What can I do for you, sir?”

	The man was short, stocky, with a long, sharp nose to match his thin face. But the man’s hands and words shook with nervousness. He looked more concerned than angry.

	“Alexander,” said the man. “I know you’ve been seeing Diana—”

	Alexander had to hold back from yelling at him, but Plinius’s daughter’s betrayals were her own messes. Remember Caius’s last utterance. Was he still her boyfriend? Nothing had been formally halted. Caius was right. He should have ended their relationship months ago.

	Plinius continued, “Have you seen her lately?”

	Was the man daft? What a stupid thing to ask. Why would he have met her? “When?”
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