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Careless Girl at Dragon Boat Festival
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Precious metals sparkled in the morning light in the walled city of Daidu, its twelve gates guarded by ten thousand troops. Just outside the Gate of Earthly Peace, Emperor Zhenjin commemorated the Dragon Boat Festival. After overseeing the launch of the Imperial Dragon Boat, he climbed back into the gold-and-silver-gilded interior of the royal sedan chair to be carried back to the palace. Tens of thousands of people lined the flower-strewn path to hail him as their supreme ruler, the Son of Heaven.

Zhenjin's personal bodyguards, the Three Leopards, walked alongside, close and watchful.

Zhenjin lurched as the sedan chair came to a sudden halt. Annoyed, he called out through the silk window coverings.

“What is the problem?”

“It's nothing, Your Majesty,” said Fang, who had a perpetual snarl on his face. “A girl dared run into your path.”

“Foolish urchin,” he grumbled. He brushed the silk aside and leaned his head out.

A young woman resisted being dragged away by Claw, the quickest to strike. She bit him on the arm. He cursed and batted her.

“Hold up!” Zhenjin growled.

Favoring his arm, Claw stopped. The girl kept her face turned away.

“Bring her to me,” said Zhenjin.

Haunch, the strongest Leopard, roughly tossed her to the ground next to the sedan chair. Together the Three Leopards surrounded her with weapons at the ready should she make a wrong move. She assumed a kneeling position, head down.

“Didn't your parents teach you to stay clear of an Imperial procession?” Zhenjin asked.

She continued to look down. “Your Majesty. My cicada caught the wind, and I gave chase.”

Zhenjin noticed the paper cicada kite crumpled in her palm.

“What is your name?” asked Zhenjin.

“Gong Shun Hui, Your Majesty.”

“Where is your mother?”

“She has joined her ancestors,” said Hui.

“And your father?” said Zhenjin.

“In the imperial dungeons, Your Majesty.”

“His crime?” said Zhenjin.

“He—” She half-smiled. “He works there as a detention officer.”

Zhenjin hesitated, reflecting on all of this.

“Show me your face, Gong Shun Hui,” said Zhenjin.

The girl did not move.

Fang kicked her. “You've been given an order by his Highness!”

When she still did not look up, Zhenjin unsheathed his straight sword and deftly slipped its tip out the window to lift her chin up.

Hui gazed intently up at him, radiant, even bold, not a girl but a young woman. She gave the barest smile.

“The audacity!” said Claw.

“She's full of arrogance!” said Haunch.

Fang just snarled.

Zhenjin raised a hand to silence them. He studied Hui intently, puzzled by her lack of fear. His countenance darkened.

“Gong Shun Hui. You must never again step in front of an Imperial procession. Is that understood?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“You may go,” said Zhenjin.

Hui bowed graciously, rose and backed away, eyes ever on him, maintaining a wisp of a smile. Zhenjin gave her a curious regard until she vanished into the crowd, then motioned to Sage Minister Xorxoi.

“Xorxoi. Tell my court steward to acquire her as a palace maiden.”

Xorxoi, ever fidgeting with the mannerisms of a stick insect, and a build to match, folded his arms inward. He looked surprised.

“Your Majesty! She's Chinese! Hideously big-boned and nearly your height! Her age certainly exceeds fourteen—”

“Thank you, Minister Xorxoi. That will be all.”

Xorxoi stood in dismay as the procession resumed, then rushed to catch up.
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Concubine
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“Any questions?” asked Elderly Concubine Chae-won. “You look like you are uncertain of your responsibilities.”

Hui dusted the vase and returned it to its stand. “Only with regard to my training as a concubine. When does that start?”

Chae-won laughed. “Concubine training. You do realize there are two hundred and thirty of us. Some are never called upon. I was last summoned thirty-one years ago by the great Kublai himself. Your chances of ever being called are, to be honest, rice-paper thin. Be content with cleaning. Clean clean clean, that is your future. Do that, and do it well, and you will never have needs.”

Hui frowned. “I had hoped to accomplish something more.”

“Consider your low standing. If you were Korean, I would rank you much higher. But you are Chinese, much less refined and far less in favor.” Chae-won made a disapproving face. “Big-boned. Hardly petite. It is something of a miracle you even got selected. As for your height, already you risk towering over Zhenjin, and by the time you become eligible at sixteen, you will be taller and must be excluded.”

Hui pouted. “Still, couldn’t you teach me something of pleasuring His Highness?”

“So impatient! Clean up, make everything spotless.”

As she thoroughly cleaned another vase, she continued to pout.

“Very well,” said Chae-won without enthusiasm. “The most basic guidance. But I fear it will go for naught.”

Chae-won taught Hui the fineries of foot and whole-body massage. This included “dragon whips its tail”—soothing strikes across his back with her long tresses; “jackal nips the loins” —gentle nibbles of his most sensitive area; and “cicada saws the night,” where she would dig in sharply with her nails.

Chae-won also gave her a special vase and taught her to suck intently at it. “You must take breaks while doing so, lest you grow faint-headed from the effort.”

Finally, she gave Hui a set of small balls, gradating in size, through which she was to progress by squeezing them within her vagina until they required a strong pull to withdraw, with the intent of strengthening her vaginal muscles.

“There are other things, far more subtle in nature, but this is enough to get you started.”

Hui worked diligently with these but was not content and sought to practice the more subtle arts. This reached the point where, when Most Favored Concubine Eun-ji was not in her room, Hui dared steal in and practice using her make-up. This consisted of paling creams, eyelashes, lip rouges and blush.

Eun-ji eventually took notice of this tampering and complained bitterly about it, even going so far as to inspect her fellow concubines.

Hui averted her face from Eun-ji’s celestial beauty, but eventually Eun-ji forced her to look up.

“Ah, this looks familiar,” said Eun-ji with a rare frown. Then she could not help herself. She burst out laughing. “Oh, it will take so much more than makeup to fix all of that.”

The others looked and laughed too, causing Hui to run off.

She wandered deep inside rooms she should not have ventured into. Before long, she came upon Zhenjin himself.

He studied her a moment. “Hui, isn’t it? You stepped in front of my palanquin. Do you make a habit of being in inappropriate places?”

“I am not given much opportunity to see you otherwise,” Hui said.

He frowned at that. “Your age?”

“Nineteen.”

“Well, you’re certainly old enough.” He continued his scrutiny a moment longer. “I promise to call on you soon.”

“I don’t want to wait.”

He laughed.

“They say that I’ll be too tall even tomorrow.”

“Who says?”

“The other concubines.”

“I make no such size stipulation.” He was silent a spell. “It was unfair of me. I should not have dumped you in their midst.” He studied her further. “I promise to call on you soon.”

“Promise?”

“You have my word.”

She bowed. “I look forward to the audience, but I fear you’ll change your mind. I’m like a beanpole.”

He laughed at her. “Be patient. As I said, I make no such restrictions.” He frowned. “In the meantime, you might practice using less makeup.”

#
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At last Hui got the summons. She followed the night steward down through inner chambers to the bedroom that Zhenjin had chosen for that night’s rendezvous. Reaching the bedroom, Hui became unnerved, not knowing what to do. Yet she had received enough instruction and guidance to know what would please Zhenjin, and she put all she had been taught to best use.

As Zhenjin finished with her and rose from the bed to get dressed, Hui slipped to the floor and kowtowed at his feet.

“Your Majesty. Forgive me. My skills are bound to improve.”

“You have nothing to forgive.” said Zhenjin. “The older concubines have tutored you well.” He adjusted his robe. “You say your father works in the dungeons. Is it your family vocation?”

“Our forebears were mostly farmers, but my father was a locksmith. He was commissioned by a general to act as jailer for some prisoners.”

“He did well, I take it.”

“It led to this honorable post.”

Zhenjin shrugged. Now dressed, he exited the room. 

Hui waited a moment, then rose to get dressed. A puzzle box on a shelf caught her attention. She toyed with it, then jumped and dropped it when Zhenjin reentered. Embarrassed, she kowtowed.

Zhenjin picked up the puzzle box and bid her rise.

“Come closer.”

She rose. He cupped her against him, noting her height with the simple comment, “Indeed, you are as tall as I am.

“Watch carefully.” He worked various parts of the box so it opened, revealing a miniature palace inside. She gasped at its beauty. He closed it back up and handed it to her. After some hesitation, she worked it open and again admired the delicate craftsmanship.

“You haven't solved it completely,” said Zhenjin. He pushed a lever that revealed a secret drawer. Inside was a tiny ornamental bird. Hui re-shut it and tried it herself, fascinated more by the mechanism than the bird.

“One would never know of such a hidden compartment!” said Hui thoughtfully.

Zhenjin was taken by her naive fascination.

“If you'd like to borrow it, or any of the other puzzles here, just ask,” said Zhenjin.

“You are too generous, Your Majesty!” She looked uncertainly at all the puzzles on the shelves. “Rather than choose from these, might I ask instead to borrow some texts from the Imperial Library, to improve my abilities to entertain—?”

“Bah! There's poetry and romance tales enough in the public areas,” said Zhenjin.

“True, Your Majesty,” said Hui. “But I was hoping to borrow military texts, or treatises on strategy and tactics, as those would appeal to me more.”

Zhenjin eyed her with curiosity. “Military texts?”

“In fact, I would love to hear about some of your military exploits sometime,” said Hui.

“Ho! Pity you should I ever get started!” said Zhenjin. He studied her a moment longer, then swept her up and into bed and settled beside her. “I'll tell you of a battle on the Ili river, where I fought alongside Hulagu to free Kublai's two brothers from the traitorous Shiregi.”

#
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In the chosen Imperial bedchamber for that night, Zhenjin pulled a cord; the night steward stepped in from the hallway.

“Your Majesty?” said the night steward.

“See that Hui is brought to my chambers,” said Zhenjin.

The night steward looked uncertain. “Gong Shun Hui?”

“At once,” said Zhenjin.

The night steward departed, deeply troubled. He mumbled to himself, “Hui, always Hui. A Chinese demon has bewitched our beloved Son of Heaven!”

Soon, having welcomed Hui with more than passing delight, Zhenjin lay spent beside her in bed.

“Where did you learn that technique?” asked Zhenjin. “From the senior concubines?”

“I confess I ventured beyond their instruction,” said Hui. “It's all a matter of flanking maneuvers and knowing when to attack and retreat, and what weapons to employ and when, and in what manner.”

“Ho! You dare bring the battlefield into the bedroom?” said Zhenjin. “Are you at war?”

Hui gave a wicked smile. “Sometimes it feels that way in the concubines' quarters.”

“Well, that's hardly surprising,” said Zhenjin, “since I call on you more often than even my Most Favored Concubine. If they're not treating you with respect, I'll have them beaten!”

“I can handle them, Your Majesty,” said Hui. She hesitated. “I noticed you have few hand cannons in your arsenal.”

“Does nothing escape your attention?” said Zhenjin. “Hand cannons are over-rated, take far too long to reload, dispirit true warriors. Better to fight without.”

Hui thought this over. “When I was a little girl, I stumbled upon a battlefield. The battle had ended, and this was the remains. I could see from the fallen and their weapons, and how one thing overlaid another, how the battle had unfolded. Cavalry, archers, big cannons, hand cannons. Flanking maneuvers. One of your generals lost that battle. But with more hand cannons introduced early in flanking maneuvers on the left and right, I believe he would have prevailed. Instead, you no longer have that general.”

“So you say,” said Zhenjin. “So you say.” He puzzled over how much of this to believe. “Did you spend your youth visiting battlefields?”

“It was an active area. Farmers often complained of damaged fields.”

“And you pieced together mistakes my generals made.”

“Sometimes.” She hesitated. “Is it true that some warriors are impervious to hand cannon fire?”

“I've known some to make that claim,” said Zhenjin, “but never for long.”

“They say Iron Ho could withstand them,” said Hui.

“Iron Ho?” Zhenjin chuckled thoughtfully. “I've not heard his name in a decade. His feats only grow with his absence.”

Hui walked over to study the puzzle boxes on a shelf. “Did you ever cross paths with him?”

“Thankfully, no. He was my father's headache. By the time I took the mandate, he was long gone. I presume he’s dead now. Or grew tired of the futility of endless battles.” 

Picking up a puzzle box, she deftly solved it, as fascinated as ever by the mechanism.

Zhenjin got up and put on his robe. “Come, Hui. I've something to show you.”

Zhenjin shut the door behind and led her down a hallway. He suddenly stopped to scold her, “No slouching! I forbid you to slouch. You’re a bit taller than me, and you will show it. You may very well outweigh me. So be it. I chose you to be yourself. I expect nothing less.”

They came to a wall. He twisted a wall ornament and a hidden panel slid aside.

“A secret room!” said Hui. She studied the panel’s mechanism. 

“This is where I come to meditate,” said Zhenjin.

Looking at the fully furnished room, Hui again studied the mechanism.

“You like it?”

“Had I such a room,” said Hui.

“Would you like one?” said Zhenjin.

“Oh, no, Your Majesty! I would never dare ask for such a thing!”

“Maybe not in the palace. Too many people would frown on such favoritism.” He thought a moment. “I am in the process of expanding the dungeons. There has been no decision on what is to become of the old dungeons.” He reflected on the matter. “Suppose I reserved some of that space as yours, to do with as you please?”

“I would be deeply honored, Your Majesty.”

“Then let it be done.”
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Hui, resting her cheek on her palm while leisurely reading in a courtyard, saw Prince Temur take a particularly awkward tumble during martial training. She giggled, quickly covering her mouth when he glared at her. She buried her face in the text.

When this happened a second time, Temur confronted her. He scowled at her scroll.

“Must you read out here?” asked Temur.

“It's merely a funny text,” said Hui.

Temur snatched a part of the scroll up close, glanced at a passage, and released it.

“The Art of War is hardly funny,” said Temur, heading back to resume his practice.

“Perhaps if you gave it a more careful read,” she murmured.

Temur glared back at her, overhearing. 

The instructor ended class. Hui rolled up the scroll and rose to leave, timing it so she passed close to Temur's teacher.

“You fight very well,” said Hui.

“Thank you, honorable lady,” he said.

“If only all His Majesty's subjects were so devoted to their martial training,” said Hui with a glance aside at Temur.

As Hui walked off, Temur looked hatefully after her.
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Zhenjin heard the night steward’s attention staff pound against the flagstones outside his chambers. Though late, he decided to respond. “Yes, what is it?”

“Your Majesty? Imperial Mentor Yeke Nidun seeks your counsel.”

He considered. “He may enter.”

Yeke entered and bowed. “Your Majesty. I hesitated to bother you at this late hour. But then the matter seemed to be urgent enough—”

“Very well. What troubles you?”

“It—Well, it is a sensitive matter. I’m afraid it concerns one of your concubines.”

“Gong Shun Hui,” said Zhenjin with a sigh.

“There are growing concerns that perhaps she's gained too much favor. She wanders freely, disregards proper etiquette, she listens in on privileged conversations— She's been seen reading military texts.”

“Ones loaned to her with my knowledge and full approval,” said Zhenjin.

“Still, she oversteps her role in every conceivable way. And you—” said Yeke Nidun. “Well, you seem to favor her to the exclusion of all other concubines. She is Han, Your Majesty!”

“My bedroom tastes are not your concern,” said Zhenjin.

“Very well. Still, her activities strike me as suspicious. Is it beyond the realm of possibility that she is a spy for the Han rebels?”

“I hardly feel you've made the case,” said Zhenjin.

Yeke Nidun looked hesitant.

“Your Majesty. I had not wanted to bring this to your attention, but some of the automatons are missing.”

“Then double the guard and begin an investigation to catch the thief!” said Zhenjin.

“Your Majesty, Gong Shun Hui has been seen in the Chamber of Automatons on many occasions.”

“Hardly surprising, since I gave her permission to borrow from the collection. Is that all?”

Yeke Nidun nodded in resignation.

Zhenjin softened. “You are to be commended for your vigilance, Minister. The Empire is safe because of dedicated men like you. Thank you for bringing these matters to my attention. I will act on them as appropriate. You are excused.”

Clearly slighted, Yeke Nidun bowed and retreated.

Alone, Zhenjin mulled over Yeke Nidun’s words.
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In a bedchamber later that night, Hui did her best to please Zhenjin, but he seemed distracted.

“Have my techniques lost their luster?” asked Hui.

“You remain exemplary in all that you do,” said Zhenjin. “The fault is mine. Memories beckon.”

“Bad memories?” asked Hui.

Zhenjin smiled. “Pleasant ones. I keep returning to the moment of our first meeting. Me, in my sedan chair, you, foolishly chasing a paper cicada into my path.

“I was such a foolish girl back then,” said Hui.

Zhenjin's smile faded.

“You did not chase anything,” said Zhenjin. “You stepped in front of my sedan chair on purpose.”

Hui paused, then resumed fondling him.

“Does it matter how it happened?” asked Hui.

“You played coy, wouldn't show your face. When forced to, you presented a self-assured look without an ounce of deference. I could well have executed you for that look alone.”

“You saw my devotion,” said Hui.

Zhenjin flipped her onto the bed and pinned her roughly beneath him.

“Devotion to whom? My inner circle questions your loyalties. I have given you unprecedented access to the palace. You've listened in on my audiences with ministers, ambassadors and dignitaries, and influenced my decisions with your opinions. Have I been played for a fool?”
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