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    To my husband whose timeless love sees me through.

      

    

Dedication:  To my supportive husband.  You are the pyramid I have built my dreams upon. To all my readers- thank you for spending time with my stories! 

Disclaimer: This book is a work of fiction.  While some events and characters in this novel were real and accurate- specific scenes, people, and props were created by my imagination.  This book’s intention is pure enjoyment and entertainment. Many scenes in this novel are steamy, or rated R.
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Chapter One- Forbidden Love

THE WHEELS OF EMPEROR Wu's horse-drawn chariot creaked jarring in the gravel as they rolled along the uneven terrain of the Silk Road. His journey was marked by the vast landscapes that unfolded before him, each new panorama another notch in his silken sash. He had just visited a nomadic tribe a few hundred kilometers from the Imperial City. The dirty and grimy countrymen looked weak and tiny in the presence of Emperor Wu, who had demanded respect and vigilance from the tribe, and in turn he provided an astronomical map obtained in Rome- an outward gift to their leader for good behavior.

The tribe was grateful for the gift and bid the caravan goodbye as they slowly walked into the forest to their huts. They felt inspired by their meeting with the Emperor, and determined to make their villages and lives a bit more cultural. The imperial procession, led by the emperor himself and guarded by the steadfast Zhang Wei, silently continued onward towards their home-the palace. They embarked on an arduous odyssey for the remaining kilometers, through the towering mountains and lush vegetation, which were nothing compared to the Taklamakan Desert they had traversed earlier that month.  

The descent into the Taklamakan Desert had presented its own challenges. The sun beat down mercilessly upon the travelers, and the sand dunes seemed to stretch endlessly in every direction. The heat was stifling, and the journey across the vast expanse of desert demanded not only physical endurance but also strategic planning for the adequate supply of water and provisions. Remembering this, Zhang Wei was instantly motivated to climb the mountain home. He led the caravan into the interesting terrain headstrong. With his wits about him, he was able to maintain direction and stability for the group to follow. 

As they ascended into the mountainous regions, the air thinned, and the chill of high altitudes pierced through the layers of imperial robes worn by the noblemen. Zhang Wei’s red feather-inspired armor protected him from the dry air and rapid-fire winds. He kept his head down as he secured the straps on Emperor Wu’s chariot.  He prodded them onward through the steep cliffs of the area. The chariots navigated treacherous paths, winding through narrow passes that clung to the edges of natural ridges. 

The emperor, undeterred by the challenges, gazed upon the breathtaking scenes of earth jutting up from the ground below.  These views stretched as far as the eye could see to the right of him, a steep slope of earth to the left. The rhymed gyration of the caravan made him feel as though he were enveloped in a natural stronghold.  Inspired, he impulsively felt like drawing what he saw. 

Unfortunately, his attention was drawn away to the ideas of the day.  He was fresh from a visit with the Roman Empire, and he could hardly keep up mentally with the advances they had made in their society.  Endless meetings with the generals and commanders of the Roman Empire had left him feeling enlightened, and also a bit weary.  His responsibility was to disseminate all of the information he had learned with his own people as quickly as possible. 

His loyal servant was determined and diligent in his efforts to capture the beauty of the mountains as they journeyed, using ink he had made from soot he found along the way. He used horsehair brushes to paint vivid imagery on a silk scroll, stopping only to regain the balance he kept losing on the bumpy ride.  

The descent into the Taklamakan Desert presented an entirely different set of challenges. The sun beat down mercilessly upon the travelers, and the sand dunes seemed to stretch endlessly in every direction. The heat was stifling, and the journey across the vast expanse of desert demanded not only physical endurance but also strategic planning for an adequate supply of water and provisions.

In mountain villages, wise sages in colorful yurts imparted ancient wisdom such as medicinal cures for common ailments and pains. In kind, the emperor offered more modern conveniences such as pots, pans, and cups. The emperor always listened intently, finding parallels between the teachings of the sages and those of his own nobility. His goal was to unite the region and bring hope and joy to the many diverse people under his rule. This position brought him rewards beyond the material gains of the world.  He felt a sense of nobility and duty as ruler. 

In the marketplaces nestled along the route, traders from distant lands showcased exotic goods—spices from India, fine textiles from Persia, and intricate carvings from the Middle East. The emperor, a connoisseur of culture and diplomacy, engaged in discussions with these merchants, fostering connections that transcended borders. People were drawn to his charisma, charm, and boyish demeanor. It was not uncommon to watch him belly laugh in front of large swaths of interesting people. He was gifted copious amounts of these exotic goods to showcase in the city.  The caravan was expecting some unique wares, and had an entire pull cart dedicated to transporting these treasures back to the city.  

Language barriers were overcome through the universal language of trade and shared experiences. Translators worked tirelessly to bridge gaps, allowing the emperor and his entourage to communicate with the different people encountered on their journey. Zhang Wei's vigilance ensured the safety of the procession, earning the respect of the local chieftains and securing safe passage through their territories.

The Silk Road, with its hardships and championed spirit, had become a conduit for cultural exchange, leaving an indelible mark on the hearts and minds of those who embarked on this remarkable journey. This year, the road had been paved not only with good intentions, but with visitors, merchants, and tradesmen. Emperor Wu felt valiant in his efforts not only to connect and learn from the Roman Empire, but with the surrounding territories as well.  He was optimistic that his efforts were guiding the East into new and uncharted depths of friendship, health, and prosperity. 

Emperor Wu and Zhang Wei returned to the Imperial City not only with treasures from distant lands but also with a wealth of knowledge and a deeper understanding of the world beyond their own. They knew the citizens of the Imperial City were dying for progress and news from distant lands.  The excitement in the air became palpable as the caravan reached the city limits.

The Imperial City of Chang'an stirred with anticipation as news spread of Emperor Wu's triumphant return from a successful campaign beyond the borders of the Western Han Dynasty. He had been gone for almost a year trying to broaden the Silk Road and ties with the Roman Empire.  The black stone streets echoed with the rhythmic beat of drums, bits of white stones reflecting the sun’s rays were mortared deep in the crevices, creating an artistic expression under the hoofs of the stallions. Banners fluttered in the wind, proudly displaying the insignia of the emperor- dragons in yellow, gold, and red.  He could hardly see in front of him, thrown rice was making a light veil of white around him, almost like snow.  His chest was heaving and his mind was buzzing with excitement, and he knew his people would be thrilled by the new and interesting ideas he had come back with.  

The procession continued through the heart of the Imperial City, passing under triumphal arches adorned with silk banners. Luluos were blasting happy notes as they passed. Merchants showered the crowd with flower petals, symbolizing prosperity and fortune. The city, alive with the energy of celebration, painted a vivid image of the empire's strength and unity.

As the chariot reached the central square, Emperor Wu stood tall, his gaze sweeping over the city that he ruled. He was pleased by the peace and progress the city made while he was away. The cheers of the people echoed against the stone walls, a chorus of loyalty and admiration. The parade went through the heart of the central square, where it was met with more silk banners flowing in the afternoon sun.  The imperial party marched steadily to the palace. They halted at the gates.

Emperor Wu, adorned in resplendent imperial robes, emerged from his chariot, with a steady hand held out by his trusted guard, Zhang Wei.  The midnight black steeds were encasing their caravan, and no one made any sudden movements in the already overstimulated environment. 

The Emperor, still elated from the turnout, went to the palace gates where he was met with deafening cheers of the gathered crowd. He was worn from his journey and a bit dusty.  He wanted nothing more than to take a hot soak and languish in his down-feathered bed. The scent of incense wafted through the air, a fragrant offering to the heavens for the emperor's safe return. It rattled his senses awake, and he was gay at the thought of being home again.  

Beside him, his ever-devoted and devilishly handsome guide, Zhang Wei, walked with him up the majestic steps of the palace. Zhang Wei's armor gleamed in the sunlight, and his eyes scanned the crowd with a vigilant gaze. The people marveled at the sight of the warrior, his presence both commanding and alluring. His bust proved strong in the crowd- and his posture unwavering. The men joyfully waved at the crowd and smiled to each other with fondness, remembering their shared experience.  

The emperor, his face, etched with the wisdom of leadership, bore the marks of the challenges faced beyond the empire's borders. He paused on the steps.  He loved his people, and he wanted them to have every advancement possible-as quickly as possible.  He graciously continued waving, a gesture that elicited an even greater outpouring of adoration from the masses.

Zhang Wei, the guardian at the emperor's side, exuded an aura of beauty and charisma that captivated onlookers. His jet-black hair gleamed in the light of day, and the sunlight caught the glint of a silver dragon emblazoned on the hilt of his sword. Whispers of admiration and curiosity followed in his wake, and the women in the crowd stole shy glances, enchanted by the allure of the young warrior. His mother, lost in the crowd of people, lovingly looked up to him.

In this moment of triumphant return, the stone streets of Chang'an bore witness to the synergy between ruler and guardian amidst the grandeur of the Western Han Dynasty. The parade forged a connection between the emperor and his people, a melodic ode to the enduring spirit of a dynasty bound by the stone streets of history. Zhang Wei remained steadfast as he guided the emperor safely into his home. 

Emperor Wu and his entourage slowly entered their majestic and beloved palace. The comforting place where he usually lived once again came alive in his presence.  Servants moved in quietude as they prepared the home for his every desire.  He gave his outer robe to one of the impeccably dressed servants as he moved into to grand living room. He happily walked to his favorite ruby red tufted sofa he was given by the Indian government, and rested his weary body. He was determined to see this new advancement through without undermining any other authority.  Keenly, he sat down and waited for his creature comforts to arrive.  

Within the palace walls, whispers of political intrigue and imperial secrets danced like shadows. The emperor's courtiers, adorned in elaborate silk robes, navigated a delicate dance of alliances and rivalries. As the Silk Road flourished, so too did the ambitions of those who sought influence within the heart of the empire. They soon sorted themselves out and entered the room.  The courtiers seated themselves around the emperor.  When they were all settled, the servers entered the room and requested the orders of the stately people.  The emperor and his courtiers-thankful- gave their drink orders to the servants.  

Emperor Wu, not wanting to look fragile, put on his most boisterous face and began dialogue with his courtiers.  He led the conversation into a more business-like tone and soon they all began brainstorming about the future of the Imperial City. Tea cakes and fine porcelain was laid out in the center of the room.  Every so often in the middle of the initial planning meeting, a courtier would lean forward and take a cake or two.  The comfort of being in the palace wafted over each person, and soon they were all lost in thought.  

After an hour or so, the Emperor slowly guzzled his tea, signaling to Zhang Wei that he was safe and tired.  Emperor Wu relaxed, and the staff almost breathed a collective sigh of relief. Zhang Wei had been waiting at the door at his post the entire time, and was praying for this very moment so he could escape back to his own home.  He looked admiringly at his emperor, and then made a swift escape toward the formal entryway.  As he began turning the corner, heavy and tired inside his cocoon of armor, he unexpectedly brushed into a party that was entering the palace just as hurriedly as he was trying to leave. 

The Egyptian group of visitors stood out in every way. The air surrounding these regal people was full of rich and fragrant incense like myrrh and lotus oil.  Zhang Wei had never smelled these notes before, and he was instantly transported to another place in his mind. The entourage was clad in gold structured robes with bright colorful jewels resplendently cascading down their garments.  

The leader, the vizier, appeared to be a profound figure of wisdom and authority. He led the group through the palace doors with measured steps. Any onlooker could tell that he was tired from a long journey, yet took the time to be polished and presentable. Zhang Wei almost lost his bearings when his attention was drawn to the headdress adorned with intricate symbols that sat atop the vizier’s head, signifying his high rank and cultural heritage. He clumsily fell into the man in a spontaneous collision. When Zhang Wei looked up, the man he saw was formidable and stern.  Zhang Wei was the type of man to be unflustered by this intimidating foreigner.  

Zhang Wei lowered his head and tried to convey his apologies for getting in the way of these assumingly honored guests.  The vizier looked down upon the warrior in his path, and almost grinned in what appeared to be malevolence. He gritted his teeth and became stonelike.  Zhang Wei didn’t have time to react when he saw the most beautifully tender woman following closely behind the man. Her catlike eyes, a mesmerizing shade of green, conveyed an enigmatic charm that hinted at mysteries untold. Zhang Wei’s attention was completely captivated by her, and he confidently walked by the vizier. She moved with a feline grace, her silken robe clinging to her shoulders and flowing with each step, a testament to the sophistication of Egyptian fashion.

As they proceeded through the palace entryway, the air carried the exotic fragrance of perfumes and the rustle of silk. Zhang Wei, the ever-vigilant guard, found himself in the midst of their entourage, the clash of cultures palpable in the air. When the woman’s catlike eyes locked onto Zhang Wei's, for a moment, time seemed to stand still. The air, enlivened with an unspoken energy as the two worlds collided in a fleeting gaze. Zhang Wei, accustomed to the diverse faces that traversed the Silk Road, felt curiosity stirring within him by the captivating eyes that met his own.  He had never seen such beauty, and he bowed down slightly towards her.  She, feeling a bit unnerved, purposefully smiled up at him.  

She could tell that he was attracted to her, yet, she could not see much of him under his uniform.  She was immediately drawn to his aura of masculinity and his gruff Asian features.  His face was perfectly symmetrical and his build was strong and tall.  A cry, trapped in her throat, almost silenced her completely.  She gained control of her mind at the last moment, and politely nodded in respect.  When time began to speed up, she sashayed behind her entourage into the emperor’s sitting room, flirtatiously looking at Zhang Wei over her slender shoulder as she moved. 

In that brief encounter, amidst the swirl and wisdom of distant lands and the grandeur of the Imperial Palace, cultural boundaries blurred, and the promise of new connections lingered in the air. The vizier's arrival had brought not only diplomatic importance but also an element of intrigue and exotic charm that left a permanent mark on the pulse of the Imperial City. 

In this city where the echoes of history mingled with the sounds of interesting melodies and chatter, the fate of the empire hung in the balance. Zhang Wei, with his sword at the ready and his heart entangled in the complexities of forbidden love, stood as a silent sentinel. He was stunned by his primal instincts for a brief moment.  The Imperial City held its breath, caught in the intricate dance of power, passion, and the Egyptian’s unending allure.

Zhang Wei, who found himself on the steps of the palace, was a bit hesitant to leave.  He was going to take a week of rest after the long journey.  His duties at the palace would continue after that.  He knew that meant long days attending to the ebb and flow of visitors from the palace as well as orchestrating an agreed-upon schedule of events.  He slowly forced himself to leave the palace steps to follow the rocky path home.  As he walked, he left his responsibilities behind him.  

Back at his siheyuan, he could not get the image of the vizier’s daughter out of his mind.  He began to think about all of her qualities and traits.  She was slender and young, beautiful and poised.  He had never seen anyone like her in all of his travels.  She seemed to garner the attention of everyone within a wide range of her.  It could not just be him who noticed her beauty, he mused.  

Zhang Wei's siheyuan stood nestled in a quiet corner of the Imperial City, its wooden gates bearing the marks of time and weather. The courtyard, adorned with vibrant blossoms and a well-tended bonsai, exuded a sense of tranquility that contrasted the bustling streets beyond its walls. After a year of traversing the Silk Road, Zhang Wei's heart quickened at the prospect of returning home.

As he pushed open the creaking gates with strong arms, memories flooded back – the laughter of childhood, the warmth of family, and the scent of home-cooked meals. His siheyuan, though modest in comparison to the grandeur of imperial palaces, held a wealth of personal history.

Entering his abode, Zhang Wei found solace in the familiar surroundings. The courtyard seemed to welcome him back with open arms. The meticulously arranged furniture, the polished wooden beams, and the intricate carvings on the doors spoke of a home that had weathered the passage of time.

In one corner of the home, his mother, a woman of enduring strength, had spent the day preparing for her son's return. She was old and gray, yet she had a spritely fire within her soul. Her soft appearance enchanted even the most hardened man. She put a cut of pork on the fire. The hearth crackled with warmth, and the fragrant aroma of the familiar dish drifted through the air. Her favorite part of cooking pork was watching the loin sizzle and sear in the heat of the fire. She had not forgotten Zhang Wei's favorite meal – a hearty bowl of lotus root and pork soup, the flavors of home. As she stirred the soup, he gracefully walked towards her and enveloped her in a bear hug.  

Tears of happiness flowed freely as her feet touched the ground again, words unnecessary in the face of the unspoken bond they had spent decades creating. Zhang Wei's mother, her fingers running through her only son's disheveled hair, felt the weight of the world lift from her shoulders as she smiled through holes left by missing teeth.  

Now that he was home, the first order of business was self-care. Zhang Wei, weather-beaten from his journey, followed his mother into the bath chamber where she drew a hot bath. He took a long, refreshing bath in the wooden tub in his personal quarters. The scent of sandalwood and jasmine filled the air as he washed away the dust of distant lands, his thoughts drifting to the alluring memory of the cat eyed woman. His tanned skin began to replenish itself and the supple texture came alive under the spray of the water.  

He wrapped his feet in cloth and tended to the minor cuts and scrapes he had endured along the way. Using a root balm, he locked in the moisture from the bath, and dressed in solid black robes. Enjoying the polished feeling of being clean, he let out a long and satisfying sigh.  Gruffly, he hurried back into the kitchen, knowing that his mother was waiting for him. 

In the heart of the siheyuan, the table was set for two. Bowls of steaming lotus root and pork soup sat alongside steely rice and pickled vegetables.  His mother looked down as she ate a lotus root, embarrassment crossing her face.  Over the year that Zhang Wei was gone, his mother had gained a significant amount of weight. He could tell that she missed him, and he gave her a loving smile. The shared meal became a symbol of continuity, a link between the past and the present. As they sat together, the simplicity of the siheyuan encased them in a sense of belonging.

In this corner of the Imperial City, amidst the ancient walls of the siheyuan, Zhang Wei had returned to the heart of his world. The familiar sounds of laughter and the clinking of chopsticks against porcelain made music only knowing hearts could appreciate. 

The living room of Zhang Wei's siheyuan glowed warmly in the soft light of lanterns, casting a tranquil ambiance over the space. Yu, Zhang Wei's mother, reclined on a cushioned chair, her eyes reflecting both the weariness of the day and the deep contentment that came with her son's return. Zhang Wei, seated across from her, took a sip of tea, savoring the familiar flavors that anchored him to the hearth of his home.

In the aftermath of the shared meal, the single servant moved gracefully around the room, tidying up the remnants of their dinner. The clink of dishes and the gentle rustle of feet provided a soothing backdrop to the mother-son conversation that unfolded.

Zhang Wei leaned back, his gaze meeting his mother’s. “It feels good to be home, to find peace and harmony after the long journey," he began, a faint smile gracing his lips. "The cities I visited, the people I encountered—each had its own charm, but there's a unique comfort in the familiarity of our city."

Yu nodded, her eyes softening with a mother's understanding. "I worried for your safety every day you were away. The Silk Road can be treacherous, and the world beyond our walls is filled with uncertainties."

Zhang Wei recounted tales of distant lands, describing the towering mountains, the shifting sands of the Taklamakan Desert, and the diverse cultures that colored his journey. He spoke of the diplomatic missions, the trade negotiations, and the bonds forged with people from lands far and wide. He spoke of creating a more stable world for the future by becoming allies with Rome.  

"As I navigated the complexities of foreign territories, I carried with me the values you instilled in me," Zhang Wei confessed, his gaze unwavering. "Our family's honor, respect, and the strength to face challenges with dignity—they guided me through every encounter."

His mother's eyes, filled with a mix of pride and relief, met his own. "You have made me proud, Zhang Wei. To see the man, you've become—respected not just for your strength with a sword but for the strength of your character—brings immeasurable joy to my heart. Your father would be proud.” 

Yu smiled, referring to Zhang Wei’s father.  His father had been a guard for the emperor when Zhang was just a child.  He had died in a confrontation on the Silk Road. As the emperor’s caravan was cutting trails through the forest, a tribe of nomadic herders defended the territory as their own.  The Imperial guard fought through the adversity, however, Zhang Wei’s father perished in the altercation. The memory of this day always motivated Zhang Wei on his trips.

His mother was secretly terrified something just as harmful would happen to him. Zhang Wei was confident that he was a smart man, and he knew how to protect himself.  Losing his father had made a lasting and deep scar in his heart.  The memory of his father’s death was a constant reminder that Zhang Wei was not cut out to be a father and it also served as inspiration to be the best warrior possible. 

Before Zhang Wei could be a guard to the emperor himself, he had to go through many tests of his agility, mental acuteness, and martial prowess.  Zhang Wei had been training since he was a child, and when he was chosen to go on the Silk Road trip a few years prior, he could not pass up the opportunity.  

Since then, Emperor Wu and Zhang Wei had been almost inseparable.  His unwavering loyalty to the emperor was respected, and Zhang Wei could not imagine what life would be like if he were anyone else. Days spent chatting with other guards, nights of lavish festivities, and the acknowledgement he received as a warrior were unmatched in the domestic landscape.  Being a single man had only made his life easier, he had thought.  Years of travel and work were beginning to take a toll on the young warrior, and most of the time he wondered what it would be like to slow down.  

A comfortable silence settled between Zhang Wei and Yu- the years of separation dissolving in the warmth of shared memories. Eventually, Yu rose from her chair, and Zhang Wei followed suit. She approached him, her eyes shimmering with unspoken emotions, and enveloped him in a tender embrace.

"Sleep, my son," she whispered, her voice carrying a mother's lullaby. "You are home, and the worries of the road are behind you."

As they retired to their respective chambers, the siheyuan embraced them once more in its timeless embrace—a sanctuary of stability, family, and the enduring bond that transcended the trials of distant lands. As they both prepared for sleep, the servant prepared the humble dwelling for nighttime.  

The lamps in the courtyard flicked with life, as the servants from other homes gathered together for an evening meeting. In these meetings, the servants coordinated shopping, cleaning, and basic housekeeping tasks.  This helped their residences flow more efficiently and kept the owner’s more content.  As the servants prepared the area for a lively new day, the Wei family slumbered in perfect darkness.  


The morning sun cast a golden glow over Zhang Wei's siheyuan as he stepped out into the crisp air, his senses heightened by the aroma of breakfast lingering in the courtyard. The previous night's reunion had been warm, the embrace of family a comforting elixir to the weary traveler. Now, with the new day, Zhang Wei felt a longing for the soothing presence of the Wei River, its gentle flow echoing the rhythm of life in Chang'an.

After savoring a delicious breakfast prepared by their dedicated servant, Zhang Wei's mother watched him with a knowing smile. "The river calls to you, my son," she said. "Go, and let the Wei's embrace bring you the peace you seek." 

Yu understood the significance of the river to Zhang Wei.  The river was named after his family. She wished him a safe and happy day as she prepared her loom for the precious silk she admired so.  

Zhang Wei nodded, expressing his gratitude with a glance, and made his way towards the Wei River. His black robes, tide with a red silk sash, barely touched the stone streets thanks to his new sandals. He felt confident and handsome as he made his way through the square to the river.  The city's bustling sounds gradually faded behind him as he strolled through familiar streets, shutting the world out one step at a time. 

As he approached the riverbank, a serene dance unfolded before Zhang Wei's eyes. The Wei River meandered through the landscape, rich forested areas speckled the horizon, while the waters reflected the rich browns from the trees and the decadent soil below.  Zhang Wei found great reprieve and inspiration when he saw the mirror-like images cast along the water’s crisp surface. The gentle murmur of the current seemed to carry whispers of times gone by, a soothing lullaby that invited all to sit and contemplate the mysteries and meanings of life.  

Finding a comfortable spot beneath the shade of a willow tree, Zhang Wei slowly settled onto the soft grass, the earth cool against his palms. His aching body recharging the moment he rested. He closed his eyes, inhaling deeply, and allowed the tranquil ambiance to envelop him. Birds flitted overhead, their melodic songs blending with the rhythmic flow of the river. 

The morning unfolded in a symphony of serenity. Zhang Wei opened his eyes to the visions of sunlight on the water's surface. Small ripples played on the Wei's gentle current, a reflection of the harmony he sought within. A few fishing boats bobbed in the distance.  Zhang Wei couldn’t help but think about what his life would have been like had he chosen to become a fisherman instead. With a sigh, he laid down with pure intentions on a makeshift pillow.  

The hours slipped away as Zhang Wei lost himself in the simplicity of the moment. He watched as locals strolled along the riverbank, engaged in conversation or paused, enjoying the tranquility. A vendor passed by, offering delicacies that carried the essence of Chang'an's culinary traditions.  The vendor stooped low, noticing Zhang Wei, and offered him hot fresh pancakes.  The aroma aroused Zhang Wei’s senses, and he instinctively smiled.  With grateful hands, he reached up and took the bing from the vendor.  In perfect rhythm, the vendor nodded and strolled onward.  

Zhang Wei enjoyed these moments of brilliance with a quiet and resolute heart.  He loved coming to the river to observe and be apart of the city his family helped build.  The city provided an intuitive respect and regard for him, and he reciprocated the loving sentiments  

Later in the day, the sun dipped towards the horizon, casting an orange hue over the city. Zhang Wei, rejuvenated by the day's contemplation, rose from his spot by the Wei River. With a deep sense of contentment, he retraced his steps towards the siheyuan, the echoes of the river's melody lingering in his heart.

As Zhang Wei made his way back from the serene banks of the Wei River, the sun dipped low in the sky, casting a warm glow over the bustling city of Chang'an. The reflections of a meditative day lingered in his footsteps, and the rustle of leaves seemed to echo the whispers of the river's gentle melodies.

As he approached the market square, the air changed its cadence. The once-muted sounds of the river were replaced by the vibrant play of city life.  The merchants were hawking their wares. Silks of every hue billowed in the breeze, sweet aromas of candied treats danced in the air, and luscious colorful blossoms adorned every corner.

Merchants, eager to capture the attention of passersby, vied for Zhang Wei's gaze, extolling the virtues of their silks, flowers, and sweets. The market square was a kaleidoscope of colors and fragrances, each stall a ballad of richness of Chang'an's commerce. He smiled gallantly at each merchant as he contemplated his purchases.  

As Zhang Wei strolled through the lively scene, he found himself drawn to a particularly fragrant stand adorned with an array of vivid blooms. He was not a connoisseur of flowers, but he knew his mother would kill him if he didn’t pick up some for the dinner table that evening.  The air around the stall was infused with the sweet scent of flowers, a natural perfume that beckoned him closer. His eyes shifted from bouquet to bouquet, each a masterpiece of organic artistry.

In that moment, his attention was caught by the presence of another admirer beside him. The captivating cat-eyed Egyptian woman, her beauty as striking as ever, was also immersed in the display of blossoms. Her innocent gaze met Zhang Wei's, and for an instant, the market square seemed to fade into the background.

"Beautiful, isn't it?" Zhang Wei remarked, his voice carrying the warmth of a shared appreciation for the delicate blooms.

The Egyptian woman, a mysterious smile playing on her lips, nodded in agreement. "The language of flowers is universal, transcending borders and cultures. Perhaps, we are all but a bloom in the grand scheme of life.”

Zhang Wei was impressed by her deep sense of belonging and intuition. He found her ability to conform to her surroundings to be mutably pleasant and undeniably mild.   He was certain in that moment that this woman would command attention no matter where she traveled.  Before he lost his nerve, he asked her what her name was.  

“I am Nefertari of Luxor. I am a royal and the daughter of a vizier of Egypt.”  She eloquently replied, her thick dark hair swinging over the flowers as she spoke in a rich tongue that did not match his own.  She gestured towards him, silently nudging him to remember their previous day’s encounter.  He smiled warmly at the thought.

“And who are you?”  She curtly asked. She looked cute as she tried to emulate the stern demeanor of her father.

Zhang Wei, taking hold of his feelings replied, “I am the emperor’s guard, Zhang Wei, from the Wei dynasty.”  He tried to stay humbly in the moment, but his speech came out awkwardly.  

As they stood side by side, drawn together by the allure of the blossoms, the market square resumed its animated chorus around them. Zhang Wei couldn't help but marvel at the serendipity of the moment—the intertwining of two worlds amidst the evolution of Chang'an's commerce.

"I have never seen such flowers in Egypt," she confessed, her eyes lingering on a particularly vibrant bouquet. Her speech was a different language than he had ever heard before, but with concentration and patients he could make out what she was saying.  He also became aroused by the challenge of understanding this mysterious woman standing before him.  

Zhang Wei, feeling a connection forged by the shared beauty of the blooms, responded, "And I have never encountered such captivating eyes in Chang'an." 

His subtle attention captured her imagination and a smiled lingered on her lips.  She glanced over her shoulder toward her party, and then swiped back to Zhang Wei.  Her mind was clear and adept at reading the nuances of the merchant before her.  

“I’ll take four of the peony bouquets.  Please hand them to my servant.”  Nefertari commanded, her face in a poignant and demanding disposition.  The merchant thanked her while taking
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