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Chapter One

Queen’s Chosen Toys
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Today befalls a queen’s sorrow to weep silently in her chamber; and an opportunity among the youthful women of Beijing.  Parents gather their virgin girls, sent them to beauticians to be pampered from head to toe, and purchased the finest gowns so they will look presentable before their emperor.  In the land filled with such embrace of excitement that the fathers rudely barges into a match-makers offices and picks up their daughters to drag them to see if they can be the queen’s concubine that will bring family wealth and honor; but as little than they know behind their action brew great punishment for them and a door they have open for their daughters were a world of pain.

A crying woman sits at her desk before a small mirror.  The sun beaming through her balcony while calm a breeze plays with the drapes, sleeping veils.  She tries wiping away her tears with her fingertips.  It almost felt good to her to feel the hard edges of her nails moving away from her cheeks.  The sweet aroma of jasmine comfort her to overpowering by it’s seduce greetings from newly blooms.  Its therapy relaxed her intensions to scream in agony of this day because she was reminded of her own objective and the meaning behind her marriage.  She finds it impossible even for herself to envision her husband with another woman.  “This is my doing.  He won’t replace me.” She muttered to herself.  Her youthful fingertips caresses the soft surface of a sponge that rest upon badge powder, graceful grey eyes gazes upon her reflection.  Her hand touches the edges of her cheeks to the outer corners of her eyes with worry.  She gazes down at her beautiful golden gown, then gently rubs her stomach, stroking against the silk.  A knock came to the door that startled her.  “Come in.” 

A young maid enters the room wearing a dark blue gown with black platform shoes.  She was nervously staring down at the floor.  The maid bows down.  “My lady, the girls are in the courtyard waiting and the king wishes to see you.”

“Fine, It feels so early.”  She gazes back at the mirror.  “Liwa.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“You see any wrinkles?”

The maid giggled and glance up at the mirror, yet only witness that her skin was tight and oily with it's own glow.  “My queen, you are still very young.”

“I'm twenty-one years old, year of the rat.  I am ill and pregnant.  Crazy combination, huh?”

“We can't help what we have to go through, my lady.  Just remember it's only until your body gets stronger to -

“I know.  It was my idea to do this.  He recommends that he can go without it, ha.  .  Men.”  She deeply exhales, closes her foundation box and exits her chamber with four maids, three advisors walking behind her in every step.  The powerful exert sound of the gong travels throughout the palace.  

In the courtyard were only forty hwarang soldiers, twenty posted on each side of the yard and below the steps of the palace, but fifty young teenage girls stood side by side in five single-file lines waiting nervously on the king to look at them.  Their hair was neatly decorated in ornaments and antique combs, wearing their finest dresses, but also their skin was painted white as snow, lips crimson as the teasing color of sin displaying a perfect image of beauty.  The girls refuses to converse with each other, respectfully holding their peace, and being fully in depth to a competition.  A man exits the palace and announces – “Queen Piyan!!”  In that moment every hwarang soldier and girls bows down so close to the ground that their lips nearly touch the white stone.

Queen Piyan gracefully walks down the palace steps, then walks up and down the first row of girls.  She peers down with revulsion.  “What the hell are you women wearing on your faces?”  She reaches out, grabs and pulls back one of the girl's head by her hair.  The girl briefly quenches her eyes to bare the pain of her locks being yanked and the sharpness of the queen's nails press against her scalp.  “Bridal makeup?”  In rage she push the girl forward to the stone ground that made a bruise on her forehead.  “THIS IS A GREAT INSULT!!” she screamed.  The rest of the girls became fearful to what she might do next, by them insulting her.  “I understand, you didn't know.”  Queen Piyan steps away while the injured girl sits back up.  “You didn't know of how stupid you look before me.  .  .  You are not here to be brides.  I am the wife being married is my job!”  She wave her right hand signaling one of her servants to approach her.

“Yes, my lady.”

“Gather some servants give each of these girls a small bowl of olive oil.”

“Yes, my queen.” the lady servant bows and walked away with haste in great obedience.

The girl gently touch the scar bruise.  A tear roll down her cheek the moment she saw blood on the tip of her fingers.  In her mind she couldn't think of nothing as to what she may have gotten herself into, but little did she know that this was only the beginning of the abuse she will endure by the queen.  She wasn't the only one who felt disturbed about the position.  In their wait the girls try to not look at the queen. 

Piyan walks back down the row of girls, then spotted another girl glance up at her.  She pause before her and glare down.  “You have something to say?”

“No, no, my lady.”

“You want your tongue cut out, huh?”  In that moment the girl looks up at her queen with great fear.  She was trembling from the neck down.  “Don't lie to me when I ask you a question.”  Piyan smirks.  “Now, let’s try this again.  .  .  You have something to say?”

The girl nearly hesitated.  “It is just we thought –“

“We?”  The other girls cut their eyes directly at the girl with hastily by her saying, we instead of herself.  “What do you mean we?”

“We thought the king will be choosing us.”

“You thought my husband will be making the decision.”  Piyan takes a deep breath.  “Well I'm not sorry to disappoint you.  Your parents should have inform you better.  What is your name?”

“Lumi.”

“What family?”

“Xao family.”

“How old are you?”

“I am fourteen.”

“What instrument do you play?”  In the mist the girls grew jealous by the queen conversing with her and not them.

“I sing, I don't know how to play an instrument.”

“If I pick you.  I better not hear any singing come out of your mouth. You’re going to learn how to play one and you better be a quick learner, Ms. Xao Lumi.”

“Thank you, your highness.” 

Piyan smiled, then walks further down the row and halt before the girl with the bleeding bruise.  “What is your name?”

“Kiwa.”  She immediately wipes away her tears.

“What family?”

“Lu family.”

“Age?”

“I am eighteen.”

“Do you play an instrument?”

“I play the flute.”

“You are here for your family aren't you?”  Kiwa nodded.  “Thank you for being honest.” She walks between the rows of young women while fifty female servants elegantly places down small bowls filled with olive oil before them with two white cloths.  “Yes, yes, It appears that all of you are here for your family or maybe.  You just want to fuck a powerful man.”  The girls temporarily became stun by the queen's harsh words towards them and even more to use profanity.  They glance up at her while she coldly glare back at them.  Piyan walks back up to the front then commanded.  “Wipe that mask off of your faces!!” she commanded in a piercing tone.  The girls quickly picks up the cloths dips it repeatedly into the olive oil and cleanse their faces, removing every foundation powder, lip stick, blush, eyeliner, eye shadow, and the black chalk line off their eyebrows.

Piyan walks back up the stairs and sits down on her throne.  She places her hand back on her stomach, caressing it gently.  The moment they were finish removing every inch of make-up two hwarang soldiers began placing down every traditional instrument they had on a long table before the first row of girls.  They bow to the queen and return back to their post.  She takes her time looking at every girls faces below her.  “Now that I can see all of your faces let me remind you what is going to happen here.”  The young women closely pays attention as their hands was trembling, clenching together.  “The ones I do not choose, doesn't go home.  You will be courtesans, working in the pleasure quarter to please the nobles and the warriors of this great nation.  ONLY!  Anyone other will face death as a courtesan.  .  .  I will not go any further.  Now will be the only time for you to walk away.”  In moments of them being over pressured in deep thoughts one by one to eight girls stood up.  Piyan raise her right brow and smiled.  “I see.  .  .  Not a risk taker, huh?  Well, open the gate and let these girls leave, but not empty handed" she commanded, but the girls wonder by what was it that she meant by not empty.  “Seven hundred gold pounds to be handed out to each of those girls for the sake of their families.”  

In that moment the eight girls' mouth drop.  They couldn't believe that they will be going home rich.  They were astonished, then humbly bow to the queen.  “Thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you, Queen Piyan!”  The hwarangs obey her command, then opens the gate and prepares the delivery of gold for them in a wagon.  The girls left with great pride and boosting while they exit the courtyard with the hwarangs who helped them carry their gold, but peculiarly also carried along wooden paddles and metal chains that had a rusty hook attach to its end.

Once the gates close Piyan gazes down at the remaining forty-two girls with a sneaky smile.  “Now the risks takers.  This is going to be fun.”

A young woman who was sitting behind Lumi nervously swallow.  “Ah-O.”

“Eight women lift out here rich!  As far as I can see!  All of you are whores!  So, it can't just be about the money.  Is it?  No it can't be.  Just to let you know, the ones I choose are to be consorts, concubines.  A useful tool I use to please my husband.  My husband will not love you greater than he adores me.  He didn't want to do this, I did!”  The remaining girls began to feel shame of their previous agenda of trying to steal the king's heart was suddenly ripped out of their minds.  “As a consort to my husband and concubine you are not to be pregnant by him and to assured you he is not thinking it.  The penalty of this is death and force abortion of the unborn child.  As consort and concubine you are not to sleep with anyone outside of your fornication to him if so you will face a greater death penalty.”  She leans up and adds with a grin.  “It will be slow and tormenting.”  The girls' hands begin to tremble.  “Your parents dress you up to not only insult me, but crafty council?  Don't think the soldiers I sent out are only going to escort those girls home, but to beat the living hell out of your parents.”  In that moment the girls eyes widen and fully realize that the queen was not only ruthless and kind, but rules with an iron fist.  “And I don't care who idea it was.” she added.  The girls below her lower their heads in sorrow, knowing that their parents or guardians was currently being cruelly beaten.  In their mental conscience they can almost hear their screams.  “Now, shall we begin?”

Hours within the day continues from morning to evening and girl after girl perform their talented gift of playing traditional instruments, but no matter how beautiful most of them play and presented themselves to be well educated the queen decides not to choose them.  It went on one by one in a different passing hour she commanded that they are not born to be a consort; but prostitutes.  Hwarang soldiers was delighted to escort them to the pleasure quarters.  In a single line stood five chosen girls who felt their deepest sympathy for the thirty-seven girls who was being escorted to be courtesans, their weeping wounded them.

Queen Piyan stood up from her throne, then re -enters back inside the palace while her female servant Liwa walks down the steps to approach the chosen young women.  She bows to them and did to her.  “My lady Lumi, Lady Kiwa, Lady Jade, Lady Loa, and Lady Angela, please follow me to your chambers.  You can take your instruments if you like.”  They follow her through the long halls, four carrying their instrument that they are to play for the king if he asks.  Kiwa carried a dizi, a six hole flute made of bamboo, Jade carried a yehu. . Ye mean coconut and hu means short for huquin, yehu is a two string instrument that it’s sound box is made and carved from a coconut shell, which is cut on the playing end.  Loa walks behind them with pride as her head held high while carrying her datong.  A datong is a bowed string instrument, constructed with a bamboo body and covered on the playing end with snakeskin, it’s strings was made of silk and its neck is made of hardwood.   Angela carries her instrument the dauianqin with a gracious smile upon her face.  Dauianqin or can be pronounce as daguangxian is a plucked string instrument with only one string, using harmonics with the string’s tension varied by the use of a flexible rod manipulated with the left hand.    Lumi of course was ashamed that she didn’t know how to play anything and was embarrassed to walk alongside the other concubines; by her being the only one who is unable to entertain the king yet.  She try to walk as far away from the group as possible while following the mistress’s maid.  

The palace’s appearance nearly blinded them with its glorious polish halls, clean white ceiling, and display of golden idols; but their breath was taken away the moment they entered their chambers.  “Each of you have your own rooms.  I will call my girls to help you get dress.”  Liwa steps out of Lumi's chamber.  Kiwa took a room that was next to her; but Angela, Jade and Loa took one that was across the hallway next to each other.

A number of three maids enters the concubine chamber and immediately put their hands to work, by laying out lovely gowns.  In Angela's chamber the elderly maid calls her forward.  “You, what is your name?”

“Angela.”  She answered, throwing a bright smile.  “I love this room.”  

The elderly maid hold her hand up inches away from Angela’s mouth, then takes two of the concubine’s lotus combs out of her hair.  “You can only speak when asks a question.  For example I ask for your name.  You say Angela then shut up.  You have to learn to embrace silence the queen doesn't like a yapper mouth.”  Angela slowly closes her lips.  “Leave your comments to yourself and your fellow consorts.”

Angela nodded, then strokes the locks her hair over her shoulder.  The elderly maid place the combs down on the table.  “Can I leave those in my hair? My mom gave them to me.”

The elderly maid turns around throwing a serious glare.  “What did I just tell you?”  In that moment Angela closes her mouth by being reminded to not say anything unless spoken to.  She sits down on a pillow while the servants prepares her hair.

Once night fall a young man sits inside of his chambers at a table.  He was strongly focus on piles of scrolls, while painting black symbols with a small brush within them.  A man's voice travels through the doors.  “Queen Piyan!” He didn't took his time to turn his head in the slightest to look at her.  His full attention was on the brush stroking ink against the paper.  She elegantly sits down across from him and waits for him to greet her; but no response.

“You did it?” he questioned in a snappy tone.

“I did it.” Queen Piyan answered in delight. 

In that moment he slammed the brush down against the table, then throws a serious glare.  “You lost your mind?  I said I can live without it.”

Piyan chuckled.  “Don't make me laugh.”

He glance up at her, throwing his mesmerizing brown eyes into her soul.  “I mean it.”  Her giggling dies down.  “This isn't tradition to have a family that's surrounded by personal prostitutes.”

“Their concubines and I can give you women if I want to.  I am talked about through-out the palace as the queen who can’t bring pleasure to her own king.”

He shakes his head.  “I can't accept this for long.”

“Then what are we going to do.  Our marriage won’t last long.”  

He lowers his head.  “You don't know that.”

“My heart is too weak to take such excitement and for you.  .  .  .  You deserve better.  Why not start with my toys?”

“Toys?  I understand how you are putting this; but women don't want to be known as a play thing.”

“Well they shouldn't have signed up for it.”

“Just know that they are your full responsibility.  Since, this is your brilliant idea.”

“I don't see why not.”

“We can just try again.”

“Too late I'm pregnant and you will kill me.”

“I try to kill you.”  He smirked

Piyan smiled.  “Like you don't know.”  She place her right hand at the back of her head, then gripes her hair bun.  “Gripping the back of my hair, to nearly chocking the back of my neck.”  He laugh for it was very true to her interpretation of him.  “But that was just the beginning of it.”

“We were both virgins.”

“Two weeks ago we were.”  Her graceful smiled faded.  “Then I felt cold and couldn't lift my lungs.” 

The king place both of his hands over hers.  "You did please me that night, no matter what others say.  It was the best night of my life.  Furthermore we are about to have a son.”

Piyan wipes away the single tear that was spared from her depression.  She try to mask her emotions.  “Why you believe so strongly that it’ll be a boy?”

“Why not?  I work for it.”

“It could be a girl and by the way I finished you off.  In other words I work for it.”  He pushed away from the table and walked around the table with a smile.  “Don't come over here.”  His charming grin consciously lure her lips to widen into a big smile.  The moment he throws his arms around her, he then lifts her over his shoulders and tosses her in his bed.  “So this is how to treat a pregnant woman?”

“You got me off first you say.” He leans over her.

“It's not a say.  That what happened.”  He gently kisses the left-side of her neck.  “What the hell you think you’re doing?”  The touch of his soft lips to the firm grip of his hands massaging her breast nearly tempts her into wanting to open herself to him once more; but her body was too fragile to take so much excitement.  “I know what you’re doing. It's not going to work.”   He stops kissing her soft skin and lays down next to her.  Piyan looks over and notice his eyes staring up at the ceiling, being lost in deep thought.  “It won’t be for a long time.  I'm fine with it, you should be fine.”

“I don't have a choice since trying again won’t change your mind.”  He rubs his forehead with two fingers in circular motion while Piyan slips over and kisses his cheek to his lips, unaware how deeply he wanted to only sleep with her.

“You'll thank me Wun.” she whispered. 

The concubine marriage went on for as long as nine months without the king touching any of the young girls.  Kiwa sits in her chamber one night washing her face with a white bathing cloth, wearing a loose lime green robe.  She was beginning to believe that her position as a concubine was nothing more, but a complete joke.  “He hasn’t asks for me or neither has the queen brought any of us to him.”  In the calm whispers of the wind blowing through her window she over hears people laughing and cheering.  Kiwa grew curious.  “What is going on outside?”  She looks out her two -story window and saw below large groups of hwarangs cheering while sitting in a circle before luscious food.  They were being entertained by the palace courtesans dancing in bright flowing gowns like some illusions of a heavenly black widow with long flowing silk sleeves that touched the stone ground.  There were two courtesans who sitting at one side of the yard playing string instruments.  It was as if the women had the soldiers tangled in a web while they dance in their pride.  The dance they performed was beautiful and their hand waves teases the men to touch their breast and waist, but was clean.  It was almost as if they were artistes imprison to be prostitutes, even though they were entertaining these men at their banquet before sleeping with them in their quarters, their dance appears to be the only thing that keeps their sanity.  

Kiwa grew jealous while watching the courtesans have all the attention, wealth, freedom, and to have as much pleasure as they want all to themselves.  In nine months she had been trap in a room and completely isolated.  A knock came to the door.  She immediately closes the window and wraps her hair up into a fancy bun in high hopes that it was Queen Piyan coming to get her.  “Come in, my lady.”

They door slides open as her smile forms into a scowl.  It was only Angela the fifth concubine.  She was wearing a blue flowing gown with her hair lifted by two shimmering flower combs of cherry blossoms.  “Hello, um- Ms. Kiwa right?” She bows.

“Yes, what do you want?” Kiwa snapped

“Did any of the maids come through here carrying a flower comb?”

“No, now get out!  You already wearing two.”

“But tonight is a special night for me.” Angela looks around.  “I'm nervous and I need that comb, my mom gave to me.”

Kiwa began to be suspicious as to what did she meant by a special night.  “What do you mean by special night?”

Angela leap in excitement and grabs a pink flower comb off of her table.  “Yes, thanks.” Her thumbs strokes against the smooth surface of the comb, feeling relieved.  “They must have made a mistake when they came this morning to clean my room.  Thanks for letting me check.”

“Actually I didn't.”  Before Kiwa could say anything else Angela left out of the room; but she desperately wants to know what she meant.  She knocks on Angela's door.  “Angela.” She knocks again.  “Angela!” A familiar voice came behind her.

“Kiwa.” 

She turns around and saw that it was Lumi, wrapped in a white loose silk robe.  “Lumi?  Where is Angela?”

“Queen Piyan came to her room and asks for her to entertain King Wun tonight.”

Kiwa couldn’t help, but feel her spirit rising up in fury.  She tries to remain sane and calm.  “Angela is the first to go to him?  I didn't hear anyone announce Piyan.”

“Ironic is it? I guess by us being her property they don't have to announce her on this end of the palace.”

“My family is counting on me.”

“To do what?  Kiwa we all are in this together.  I just hope Angela is good enough to not miss up for our sake.  Besides don't you want Piyan to try the difference in each of us?”   Kiwa was too disappointed and upset that she was lost for words.  She marches back to her room, then slams the door.  “Was it something I said?”

The night faces a will of dignity and pride for a concubine to please King Wun underneath the moon light.  Angela walks behind Piyan while carrying her dauianqin through the palace.   In curiosity she desperately wanted to look and see who or what was making such a commotion in the courtyard.  “It sounds like they are having so much fun down there.” She said trying to start a conversation with the queen.  

Piyan stops, then slowly turns around and smiled.  “Yes it does.  Want to take a look?”  She slides open a window.  Angela looks out below, watching hundreds of soldiers drinking, conversing while courtesans entertains them.  She found it quite interesting to see so many people having fun that her lips curved into a smile.  “I’ll give you a few more minutes.”  The courtyard appeared magical at night with fainting fireflies’ dims in shadowy corners and colorful lit oil paper lanterns of every color, once she looked over at one of the soldier’s table she couldn’t help, but stare.  Her eyes stumbled upon a young and handsome hwarang soldier with a blue sash around his armor.  Angela admire his smile, dimples, laughter and oddly enough how soft his lips appeared above.  The hwarang looks around and once his eyes wonders up at the windows he couldn’t help, but temporally stare at her.  He politely wave, then nervously looks away.  Piyan quickly closes the window.  “Times up. Don’t want to be running late come on.  And do me a favor.”

“Yes.”

“Don’t speak unless I’m talking to you.”

Angela bows her head.  “Yes, Queen Piyan.”

“Good.  Come on.”  

The young concubine’s feet moves in motion behind the queen, feeling the polished marble floor brace against her silk platform shoes.  Her grey eyes glances over at the heavenly golden idols of dragons.  She could hear the whispers of her mistress voice, but her mind was lost in a trance of the young hwarang.  Angela wonders of his name, his personality, What food do he likes?, what military class he is in ?, what his skin feels like?, how does the tone of his voice sounds like?  A chilling experience that appears so precious to her that she even fantasize of being ravage by the warm embrace of an Unknown Soldier’s touch.  Knowingly that such a thing will only lead her on a dangerous path, but she couldn’t lie to herself that she had fallen in love or was it?  “I don’t know for sure, but he is really handsome and he smiled at me.  .  .  No, no, no Angela you have a task to do.  I shouldn’t let my family down.” She said in the back of her mind. 

Piyan stops before large double doors.  “Now, wait here.”  She commanded.  

Angela bows her head. “Yes, my lady.”  The queen enters inside and as she waits outside in the hall, her hands began to quiver.  “I’m awfully nervous.  What if I miss up or make a mistake or play wrong or what if I must sleep with him and I, or I –  

In a matter of seconds Piyan exits the room.  “Come in.”

“Ahh!” she screams

“What in the world is wrong with you?” Piyan closes the door, throwing a cold glare.  “Huh, all the sudden you can’t speak?”

“I’m nervous, I don’t know if I –

“Stop it just stop it!”  Angela tries to calm herself down by slowly inhaling and exhaling.  Her nerves did settle a bit, yet still her conscious was running around in circles.  “Angela I can’t wait out here with you all night, suck it up.”

She nodded.  “O.k, I’m sorry.”

“You better be, now.” She grips one of the door knobs.  “I’m going to open this door again and in the morning I am to only hear good things from you, understand.”

Angela bows.  “Yes, my queen.”

“Good.”  She opens the door and watches her walk inside.

Once Angela felt the door close behind her a cool breeze intrude the room to play with the falling strings of her hair.  The king’s chamber was in fact everything that her family said it would be, full of luxury with the abundance of beautiful fabrics and large rugs was as if it was knitted in silver.  She walks further into the room and nervously around a large bed that had beautiful clean spreads of red and white silk sheets with a gold comfort blanket laid over it.  Angela place her dauianquin down a table that appeared to be where he study by the pile of papers and scrolls including the golden box that was locked shut.  King Wun exits his closet dressed in a gold and silver robe with a long crimson over coat.  His long black hair was fully laid down to his shoulders.  He could tell that she was quite lovely, but not so bright.  “Do you mind taking that dauianquin off of my desk?” he asks

Angela quickly snatch her instrument off of the table and bows to the floor.  “I’m sorry.”

He waves his hand, walks over to the balcony, and closes the doors.  “It’s alright.  Take a seat on my bed.”  The tone of his voice was slow, and dragging as if he was more exhausted.  

Angela took up his offer and seats down on his large bed.  She looks up notices of him closing the windows, and taking off his slippers to taking off his over coat.  He looks over at her hands and notice how they were shaking.  “You’re nervous?”

“Yes.”

“Well you don’t need to be, relax.”  Angela nodded her head.  Wun climbs into his bed, sitting in Indian style, waiting for her to speak.  “You don’t talk much.  You o.k?  Can you at least look at me?”

“Yes.”  Angela looks back over her shoulder and was relieve to see his face.  His smile was absolutely charming, but no dimples, yet attractive even though his silk hair was long.

“Now you’re looking at me.  You don’t really talk much.”

“Actually my lord, I pretty much talk a lot.  Especially around my friends when I use to spend time with them.”

“That sounds depressing.”

Angela looks down at her instrument, feeling that she was doing a horrible job of entertaining him.  “Sorry, I ‘m doing a horrible job.”
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