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​ Glass

by Hiwaru Kibi
(火悪
木美)

The slipper itself
was beautiful. Jean-Cristophe referred to its substance as
“miraculous fairy crystal” and seemed quite disappointed every time
they stopped and someone asked about “that glass shoe”. Right now
it was resting on the toes of a curvy farmer’s daughter, stubbornly
refusing to go over her heel.

“I think it can–” The
girl looked nervously at her father screwing up her face
resolutely. “No, I’m sure it would fit if only I–“

“That’s all right.”
One hand cradled lovingly under its toe, the other bracing its
slightly raised heel, Jean-Cristophe leaned back. The fitting was
over. He stared into the reflective material of the shoe the way a
lovesick young maid might have stared into a pond, wishing for its
surface to show her some hint of her beloved. His beautiful dark
curls shifted as he shook his head and gave a sigh. “My quest, it
must continue.”

On their way out the
door, Guillame took a none-too-small pouch from his purse and
placed it in the farmer’s hands. “For your troubles, good sir.”

“For my…” The farmer
pulled open the drawstring of the velvet bag and his eyes went
wide. He showed its contents to his daughter, who gasped and drew
her apron to her face to hide her tears. The poor girl hadn’t
actually wanted to be a princess. None of them really did.
They tucked in their toes and flattened out their heels not for
romance, but because their families needed the money.

Guillame nodded with
all the sincerity years of training as a manservant had given him.
“Of course. We recognize what an imposition this is on our parts
and we would see you well-compensated.”

The farmer grasped
one of Guillame’s hands in both of his, giving it a warm shake.
Fierce gratitude welled up in his throat as he looked Guillame in
the eye and said, “Thank you, my lord, thank you.” He raised his
voice and called after the figure already climbing into the royal
carriage. “Thank you, Your Highness!”

“You’ll have to
excuse him,” Guillame said as the departing prince did not turn in
reply. “He’s just so distraught that he hasn’t found his
mysterious bride yet. The poor man can’t even eat. Barely
sleeps.”

“Oh, of course,” the
farmer said, as though traversing the kingdom on a several-month
journey to find a wife by her shoe size was a regular experience
that normal people had all the time.

Guillame pointed
toward the coin pouch in the daughter’s hands. “And you’ll not tell
anyone about this part of our visit, yes? It’s just that … well, of
course you two are good people, salt of the earth, but there’s
unscrupulous folk out there who might try to fool us if they knew
there was money involved even for the unsuccessful. So best to keep
this part under wraps, agreed?”

“Aye, agreed.” The
farmer nodded and Guillame nodded in return, as though they’d
struck some kind of secret blood oath. The truth was that Guillame
didn’t much care who got told about the coin changing hands,
so long as such a rumor didn’t make its way back to the king too
quickly. “I do hope he finds the woman who fits that shoe
soon.”

“As do I,” Guillame
lied.

~*~

Prince Jean-Cristophe
was the picture of despondency at supper that evening. Of course,
he gathered all his courage to push his way through that dark cloud
weighing on him, making obviously forced happy conversation with
the baron and baroness who had offered him a place to stay on his
journey. That poor man, they would all murmur later amongst
themselves, clutching concerned hands to their silk-clad breasts.
They would exchange rumors: that the mysterious woman from the ball
had been a witch, compelling the prince to search for her, lest his
inaction lead to his own death; that she had been instead some sort
of shapeshifting nymph, one who could only be caught when the moon
was full and the barley was high and some other ridiculous
conditions of timing were present; that the king, in his youth, had
executed an innocent man, and that man’s ghost had cursed the
king’s third son with a fascination for footwear.

Half the rumors out
there, Guillame had started, and the other half he’d spread
merrily. A well-placed but you must not go around saying such
things added to the end of a tale all but ensured it would be
known throughout the entire household by morning.

When Jean-Cristophe
pushed back from the table and excused himself from the meal, no
one made any move to stop him. That poor, poor man,
they all sighed quietly as they saw him pass, still cradling the
slipper lovingly wherever he went. With his trusty manservant at
his side, he was allowed to retreat with his sorrows to the guest
wing of the manor, surrendered from his obligations to his
melancholy.

The door to the
prince’s chambers closed, and the moment the latch was thrown,
Guillame was up with his back against the wall, gasping as
Jean-Cristophe kissed him hard. Guillame laughed into the kiss,
poking at Jean-Christophe’s side. “Put that thing down!” he
ordered.

What, this?”
Jean-Christophe lifted the slipper, his ostensible focus of a
fascination that had lasted nearly a full year now, as though it
were a wet rag. “You don’t like it?”

“I do not!”
Guillame screwed up his face in a comical mask of disgust. “You’re
going to develop a fetish.”

“Perhaps I have
already,” Jean-Christophe teased, bringing the toe of the slipper
up as though to stroke Guillame’s face with it.

Guillame jerked his
head away. “Don’t you dare,” he spat, even though he
couldn’t stop laughing. “Do you know how many people’s feet
have been in that thing?”

“Two hundred
thirty-seven, by my last count.” Jean-Christophe gave an
exaggerated swoon, falling back atop the four-postered bed. He
looked at the shoe for a moment, letting the candlelight sparkle
through it, then placed it gently on the small chest at the side of
the bed. He’d paid very good money for it, after all, and
even more for the silence of the craftsman who’d made it; getting a
replacement would have been a chore indeed. “And I hope sincerely
the young women attached to them will all someday find someone who
loves them for more than their ability to wear a shoe.”

“You’re ridiculous,”
said Guillame, who was already stripping out of his clothes.

Jean-Christophe
propped himself up on his elbows, getting a better angle. “How many
more in this barony?”

“Ten households.” It
was Guillame’s job to know these things. “Though who can say how
many feet we shall find in each?”

“Who indeed?”
Jean-Christophe affected an expression of exaggerated sadness
before laughing and beckoning Guillame over. “I am tired,
though.”

“Are you?” Guillame
knelt on the bed and began to unfasten Jean-Christophe’s trousers.
“Too tired for this?”

“Never.”
Jean-Christophe stroked Guillame’s straw-blond hair, then curled
his fingers behind Guillame’s head, slowly bringing Guillame’s
mouth down to his cock.

When they’d first
begun this, Guillame had hardly been able to believe
Jean-Christophe had never had his cock sucked before, much less
sucked one himself. The prince, meanwhile, had simply assumed that
his manservant had the same lack of experience he himself had, and
was therefore shocked to find the natural, eager ease with which
Guillame had taken the prince’s cock into his mouth. For all they’d
learned of each other’s bodies since, that remained in a way their
mutual favorite thing: a reminder of how good it had felt to admit
and give into their mutual desire.

Guillame was just as
eager now as he always had been, taking only a moment to admire
Jean-Christophe’s stiff shaft before parting his lips and taking
its head into his mouth. He flicked the tip of his tongue across
the slit, tasting the warm, salty musk of Jean-Christophe’s
precome. He looked up at Jean-Christophe with heavy-lidded eyes,
smiling to see the evidence of Jean-Christophe’s pleasure on his
face.

He was such a
beautiful man, and all the kingdom thought so. Unlike his two elder
brothers, who had inherited their father’s sturdy frame and ruddy
cheeks, Jean-Christophe had taken after their mother, who was
slender and dark-complected. Part of Guillame’s job was not
to let Jean-Christophe know that the common folk called him “the
Pretty Prince” when he wasn’t in earshot.

But there was an
aspect to his beauty that Guillame loved best, and that was the
aspect only Guillame got to see. He bobbed his head lightly up and
down Jean-Christophe’s shaft, letting his wet lips tease the
sensitive flesh there to full hardness. Jean-Christophe sighed and
grabbed at Guillame’s hair, never enough to force him into
anything, but certainly hard enough to convey his preference that
Guillame not stop what he was doing. He had little to worry about,
though; Guillame had no intention of moving until the job was
done.

Since he was the
naked one, Guillame bowed his back so that his ass was further in
the air. On nights when Jean-Christophe was not so tired from
travel, Guillame might spend more of the evening in that pose, on
all fours, his forehead pressed against the sheets. In other
people’s houses, though, it was safer to keep their pleasures a bit
more contained. Several of their hosts surely suspected, of course,
but suspicion was not certainty, and without certainty they could
carry on as they saw fit.

Guillame pulled down
Jean-Christophe’s trousers and pulled them down over his hips,
giving him a bit more access. He cupped his hands under the
prince’s balls, squeezing them lightly. He loved the way
Jean-Christophe squirmed at that touch, the way it made
Jean-Christophe’s cock jump in Guillame’s mouth.

Jean-Christophe
patted the bed beside him in a way that let Guillame know he didn’t
expect Guillame to stop. Instead, Guillame turned his body so that
his mouth was still fixed to Jean-Christophe’s cock, until he lay
the wrong way in the bed, his feet near the pillows. Even though he
couldn’t see the way Jean-Christophe was touching him, he shuddered
at the feel of fingertips stroking lightly up his shaft.

Guillame had been
half-hard since before supper thinking of what would come after. He
loved the feel of Jean-Christophe’s hands on him. When the prince
had first suggested that Guillame put his mouth to such sensual
use, Guillame had assumed that that would be the whole of their
relationship: Guillame providing pleasure, and Jean-Christophe
receiving, as their stations dictated. It had been a revelation
indeed to learn that Jean-Christophe wanted to touch Guillame as
much as he wanted to be touched, and that he’d never stopped
wanting this, not in all the years they’d taken liberties with one
another since.

Emboldened by the
touch, Guillame began to close his lips a little tighter. His
fingers squeezed Jean-Christophe’s balls with encouragement,
letting them know that their release was close. He paused at the
head of Jean-Christophe’s cock, dragging his tongue around the
sensitive underside before going back to the business of sucking
off his lover. Guillame closed his lips tight around
Jean-Christophe’s shaft and squeezed his balls, then swallowed as
Jean-Christophe came deep in the back of his throat. He let
Jean-Christophe’s taste flood his mouth, then sucked him clean,
until there was not a trace of come left on his softening cock as
it slipped from Guillame’s lips. Pillowing his head on
Jean-Christophe’s thigh, he lay there for a moment, shutting his
eyes.

After several seconds
of this quiet bliss, though, Guillame felt something cool against
his erection. He thought at first it might have been
Jean-Christophe’s fingertips, which he knew from experience could
get very cold, especially on winter nights. This, however,
was different — it was a more pervasive chill, and far less pliant
than skin. His curiosity finally overwhelming him, he turned his
gaze back up near the head of the bed.

“I found my bride,”
Jean-Christophe announced with giddy pride. He was holding the
shoe, into which he had managed to slip Guillame’s cock; he gave a
little shove and tucked Guillame’s balls in right behind it. To
Guillame’s intense chagrin, he had to admit that it was kind of a
good fit.

“I hate you,”
Guillame lied.

Jean-Christophe
tutted disapprovingly. “Don’t speak that way about my future wife.
Look at her, she’s beautiful.”

“You’re going
to have to put your mouth on that in a minute,” Guillame pointed
out. “Where two hundred and thirty-seven feet have been.”

That, at least, gave
Jean-Christophe visible pause enough to reassure Guillame that he
was not, in fact, watching a fetish develop. “Perhaps the future
princess should have a bath drawn for her this evening.”

Guillame’s eyes
narrowed. “Is this something I’m going to have to do?”

“Perish the thought!”
Jean-Christophe pulled the shoe from Guillame’s cock and sprang out
of bed. Folding one arm across his middle, he gave a deep bow. “I
shall take care of milady’s every need.”

“I hate you,”
Guillame repeated, sitting up.

“You can hate me all
you want once you’re married to me,” Jean-Christophe promised,
leaning forward to pull Guillame into a deep, affectionate kiss —
one that wasn’t sorry at all that he’d put Guillame’s penis
inside a shoe, but Guillame supposed he’d have to live with that.
There were worse things in the world than this, than traveling the
kingdom on a quest that was by definition impossible, than draining
the greedy king’s impossibly large coffers along the way, than
using a ruse to be with the one he loved.

One day, of course,
they’d run out of women and feet. What would become of them then?
Guillame supposed it didn’t matter. They had one another, and that
was about all the enchantment he could ever need.



​ Hungry

by Shirozubon Saruko
(城図凡然る子)

Looking up at the
dark cave-mouth of the place where she would die, all Li Hua could
think was that it was actually sort of a relief.

The past weeks had
been an endless ordeal: solemn banquets where everyone was
miserable, being dressed and preened and polished by servants who
were miserable, her brothers weeping and swearing vengeance, her
father so insensible with grief that he was at last confined to his
bed with tonics and elixir pills. None of that had been able to
change it in the end, of course; and now that the palanquin was
retreating down Crooked Claw Mountain back to the palace, leaving
her alone to face what must come, the quiet was at least a burden
lifted. Although it did little to stop her trembling, or keep the
hot prick of water back from her eyes.

It was even quieter
than she might have expected, in fact, only the sound of the wind
reaching her as she huddled shuddering on the bare rock. No junior
demons had come out to carry her off to their mistress, no clamor
had risen inside the cave even at the procession’s heavy footsteps.
That was peculiar, wasn’t it? Or was the waiting to be its own sort
of torture?

But no sooner had she
thought that than the very sound she had dreaded came to her on the
wind: the sly, rhythmic slap of large dry feet on stone.

The legendary Zi Long
emerged from her den like a snake or a lizard from a burrow: a
sudden muscular expulsion, smooth as a liquid squeezed out. She did
not move quickly precisely, but nonetheless seemed far too quick
for her size, fluid and eerie. Her limbs were small, short
vestiges, and most of her movement came from the flexing and
weaving of her powerful sides. Her scales were not so much a true
purple as an oily rainbow of reds and indigos and silvers and
violets, which came together into purple like the way the clear sea
shone green in the sun. Whiskers and tendrils swept back from her
face like wild and uncombed hair, and above her bestial jaws and
below her crest her nictitating eyes were intelligent, interested,
almost human.

Even through her
terror, Li Hua was distantly aware that Zi Long was the most
beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

She had half-expected
Zi Long to simply charge at her and snap her up in those jaws at
once, bringing an end to fear and light and life all in one heavy
crunch. Instead, the dragon only came until her whole body had
coiled outside, and then stopped. She glanced around, this way and
that, and then her gaze settled on Li Hua, cowering almost at her
foremost feet. Had Li Hua dared to stand on her toes and reach up
her arm as high as it would go, her fingers would still not quite
have brushed the underside of Zi Long’s long snout.

Is it that time
again? Zi Long asked. Her mouth did not appear to move when she
spoke, and Li Hua could not be certain, but she thought the voice
she heard was less in her ears than in her mind. It was startlingly
ordinary even so, if by no means common: a deep, dry, aristocratic
woman’s voice, the voice of an empress or a queen mother. Li Hua
summoned all her courage on a hard breath, and tried to still her
shaking, to gather in the strength to at least die with the dignity
and courtly grace she had been raised to.

“Yes, my Lady,” she
said, and though her voice was not steady she was heartened to find
it strong enough to carry over the wind, if nothing else. She
pressed her hands together, mostly to stop them shaking, and bowed
for a reason to look away. “His Majesty… offers Her Royal Highness
Princess Li Hua, his only daughter, as you have commanded. In
exchange for my life, he begs that you continue to spare my people,
in your mercy.”

Zi Long stared down
at her for a moment — and though Li Hua had never seen a dragon’s
expressions before and had no way of knowing how to determine them,
she thought Zi Long might have looked nonplussed.

Ah, she said, and that was
all, for a moment. Then: You speak. The last one was not brave
enough to speak.

She paused again
after that, leaving Li Hua to only stare up at her and try to think
how to respond to that, if at all. Before she could, though, Zi
Long at last made some roll of herself that was almost like a
shrug, a sound in Li Hua’s mind that was almost like a sigh. And
then she began to turn herself about, a complex maneuvering of her
long body on this outcropping, at the end of the mountain
trail.

Well, come inside,
then, she said, and began to pad into the tunnel again, its
darkness consuming her body just as smoothly as it had disgorged it
before. It’s too cold out and the wind is high.

And Li Hua, left
blinking into the shadows that had swallowed the dragon’s whipping
tail, was left with little choice but to follow.

—

She followed Zi
Long’s retreating body down an endless dark stone throat, and then
to light again: torchlight from a vast cavernous room that was both
cave and palace hall at once, beyond massive and ornate gate-doors.
There were vast banquet-tables and receiving areas, covered walks
through subterranean gardens, and at intervals lay the frothed
springwater pools that gave the cave its name… but they were all
abandoned as well, Li Hua noticed. There was no one else, no sign
of life, except for herself and Zi Long. On closer view, even the
many splendid features of Zi Long’s home seemed to be falling into
disrepair: the tables stained, the gardens overgrown, the roofs and
railings decaying.

“I beg your pardon
for my boldness and intrusion, my Lady,” Li Hua could not keep from
saying as they came deeper inside, making Zi Long look curiously
backward at her, “but where… is the rest of your court? Are they
away on errands for you?”

I have no court,
and no servants, Zi Long said, turning her head to the front
again, but at least her voice didn’t sound angry or even irritated.
It was difficult to identify what its tone was instead. Not for
many, many years. I hope you won’t be too uncomfortable
without.

But before Li Hua
could even think of responding to that bizarre statement, Zi
Long had stopped, at the start of a terraced path out through
another cave-tunnel, and turned to face her. Li Hua? This is
your name, is it not?

“Y…” Li Hua
swallowed. “Yes.”

Are you hungry, Li Hua? Or
would you perhaps like wine? I am given many gifts by the villages
of your father’s kingdom.

Would it be rude to
refuse? She had no idea, under the circumstances… but under the
circumstances, what could it matter in the end? “No thank you,” she
said after a moment’s pause, in a tiny, dry voice she had to
swallow again to strengthen. “I am not hungry.”

Zi Long bobbed her
resplendent head. Very well, she said. Then I shall show you to the
place where you will stay. This way.

She turned down the
path without another word, and slithered into the tunnel, with Li
Hua yet again forced to trail behind in numb confusion. The tunnel
soon opened out to a broader entranceway, where Zi Long stopped,
and urged Li Hua to go past her and ahead. Even in the greater
space Li Hua tried to inch by her along the wall, mindless of her
finery snagging on the stone, to keep from touching the dragon’s
vast and powerful body. She kept her eyes closed for much of the
way, swallowing, and cringed when at the end she reached ahead for
another stone to guide her and her hand brushed a massive clawed
toe, feeling smooth, warm scales larger than her fingernails caress
her skin. She drew her hand back quickly, but to her relief, Zi
Long appeared not to have noticed.

And then she was
past, and surprised to find herself in an opulent sitting room, a
chamber with a screened bed just beyond. Both were filled with
light, in contrast to the rest of the cave’s dim; it poured in from
paper windows so high above that she couldn’t tell if it was
daylight or false, and cast a golden glow over the furnishings that
made them seem all the more beautiful. They also seemed to have
been long in disuse, but better-kept than much of the rest.

Please make
yourself comfortable, and sleep, Zi Long said, making her turn
back from looking around in wonder. Should you need anything,
ring the bell — she nodded to a tiny silver bell on the
dressing-table — and I will come to you.

Li Hua started to say
something — something starting with a what or a why
or even a thank you, or any one of a dozen other bewildered
muddles on her lips — but before she could, Zi Long had already
doubled herself around like a ribbon dancing on a high wind, and
retreated back down the tunnel. And she was left alone to stare
after her captor, in a beautiful room in a mountain cave, miles
from home and uncertain now even of her doom.

—

Zi Long’s name was
spoken very rarely in the palace of the king, but it seemed to Li
Hua that she had always known the way of things, even from infancy.
The kingdom lay in the shadow of Crooked Claw Mountain, at the top
of which was Seven White Pools Cave; and there lived Zi Long, the
ancient fiend who had ruled over these lands since before humans
had ever come here. In tribute for living in her domain, the vain
Zi Long demanded a sacrifice from each king: a maiden daughter,
given in her eighteenth year, for the she-dragon to devour and
thereby preserve her own fabled beauty.

As a girl, though, Li
Hua supposed she had always believed it was only a myth; she had
never quite connected it in her mind to herself, the youngest child
and only daughter of the king, at any rate, or to the way people in
her father’s court either fawned and doted on her or looked at her
with sorrow in their eyes. Only on her eighteenth birthday had she
finally been told, in all directness and seriousness, of what was
now to come, and understood the full meaning of it all. She had
thrown herself on her bed and wept for the loneliness and
unfairness of it, the swift end of what had been so short. And she
had allowed herself, unblushing, to wish for Xiang there to hold
and comfort her: Xiang, the handsome hero who was her father’s
favorite of all his warriors, who blushed and turned his eyes down
when she was present and whose lovely face she peeped at from
behind her brothers’ shoulders at court. But Xiang had gone away to
war some months before, serving at the front against the forces of
the southern province, and not returned by the time she was to be
sent to the dragon’s den, for good or ill. There had been no one to
help her, or even soothe her in her fear.

She lay that night in
her bed in Zi Long’s cave, staring at the high dark ceiling in the
candle-light, unable to sleep for the gnawing in her stomach. Why
did she need a place to stay, to sleep? Why had she been offered
food and drink? The unwelcome image of a goose being fattened kept
occurring to her mind when she thought of that last, and she
shuddered and turned on her side as though to escape it.

But if she put that
aside, it was puzzling, to say the least. She had never been told
anything but that the dragon would eat her: not how or even when.
Was it meant to be a torment? A last concession? Or was there more
here than any of them knew?

She tucked into a
ball, closed her eyes, and thought of Xiang, his strong arms around
her and lips on hers; and in spite of the boldness of that and of
the shimmer of scales through her mind’s eye, in that daydream, at
last, she could sleep.

—

The next morning she
woke up disoriented, the light from the ceiling shining full and
bright in her eyes. It took some time to remember where she was,
and for the dread to settle back into her stomach again. She rose
and washed, even in such circumstances unwilling to remain in bed
all day, and looked around the room that was apparently to be her
prison, more than she had been able the evening before. There was a
vast wardrobe on one side filled with fine clothing, some that
would fit her and some that wouldn’t, and she selected robes of the
former kind and dressed herself very clumsily, without maids and
servants to help her. Then she sat at the dressing-table in the
sitting room to try to arrange her hair and makeup, before she
could bear the suspense no longer and ventured timidly out.

She had half-imagined
being greeted with flashing claws and a savage grinning mouth, the
dragon fully-rested having found her appetite; but in the tunnel
and in the main palace, Zi Long was nowhere to be found. Li Hua was
alone in the cavernous interconnected rooms, and the silence was
heavy. With nothing better to do, she wandered for a time, poking
her head in doorways and exploring, and half making sure that Zi
Long really wasn’t just hiding around some corner. And then, at
last, she had been everywhere in the palace’s public places, and
returned to where she had started. At the very back of the hall was
another pair of enormous and ornate doors, towering as high as her
father’s entire palace at home; but they were closed firmly, and in
spite of all her confusion and curiosity, she had no desire to pry
that far inside.

Instead, she made her
way to the gardens, and in the end pinned up the sleeves of her
borrowed gown and knelt down in the soil to weed and tend them. She
had always loved flowers and plants, and it made her heart ache to
see even these strange underground ones run to seed. She had never
done such serious gardening before, and was surprised by how
quickly it wearied her and made her sweat — but she found that she
welcomed it. The hard steady work distracted her mind, made her
attend to the exertions of her body instead, and she soon lost
track of the hours as they slid by.

She was so absorbed
in her work, in fact, that at first she didn’t even notice the
distant sounds in the silence, the heavy slaps that she had so
dreaded the day before. When the huge doors at the back of the
palace thundered open, with a noise like an earthquake, it startled
her so badly that she jumped and yelped a little into her soiled
hand, and then shot to her feet in her alarm, tangling in her
unfamiliar robes so badly she almost fell back down again. And then
Zi Long was sliding into the main palace in view, her short legs
paddling at the ground as though swimming while her body pulled
itself along; and after only a few seconds’ glance around, she
spotted Li Hua, standing frozen in the gardens with her eyes and
mouth open wide. Transfixed, Li Hua could do nothing but tremble as
the dragon approached — not even wonder if it had come at last, if
this would be the end.

But when Zi Long came
to her in the garden, she only looked around for a moment, casting
her shifting gaze from one end to the next — and then turned it
back on Li Hua, keener than ever.

Impressive,
she said, a gentle flick of her tail indicating the beds that Li
Hua had already preened. Do you enjoy gardening, Li Hua?

“I’ve… never done it
before, my Lady,” Li Hua said — the words stammering and tumbling
out of her before she could think better of whether to say anything
at all. “I’ve kept plants and arranged flowers, but — we have
gardeners of our own, at home.” She gulped breath, tried to collect
herself. “But I like plants very much. Is — is it all right?”

I could scarcely
object, Zi Long said, and might have actually sounded amused.
Do as you like, you are my guest. She paused a moment, and
then asked, perhaps not as certainly: Would you mind if I
watched you at work?

The thought seemed to
send a cold drop down the back of Li Hua’s throat, but she shook
her head without even pausing to question. “Of course not, my Lady.
As you like.”

And then Zi Long only
inclined her head, and curled herself up into the garden’s central
courtyard, her neck curving around to rest her snout on the claw of
her foremost leg. And Li Hua settled herself back into the
flowerbeds, trying to turn her mind back to the work, to work the
soil and the leaves through the trembling of her fingers and not
dwell too much on the eyes that rested on her from behind… but
oddly enough, she found that after not very long at all, it became
easier and easier to be calm, and to forget.

—

When Zi Long offered
her food and drink again, close to what must have been mid-day, Li
Hua found that she could not summon another refusal. The long
deprivation and physical work had left her famished to the point of
faintness; and if she was not to be consumed immediately, for
whatever reason, should she not at least take sustenance in the
meantime?

Zi Long, for her
part, greeted her acceptance with what seemed to be a measure of
satisfaction, and perhaps even genuine pleasure. Undulating in on
herself, she vanished for a time back into the unknown places
beyond those vast doors she had emerged from, and returned with an
ornate, multi-tiered basket held with prim daintiness between a few
of the front teeth in her powerful jaws. In spite of the massive
fangs the gesture revealed — each surely larger than Li Hua’s whole
hand — there was somehow such a sweet absurdity to the sight, the
enormous monster gripping that delicate basket with such care, that
Li Hua actually found herself needing to conceal a small smile
behind her sleeve.

Though the basket was
so small to Zi Long, it was quite large to Li Hua, and she found it
brimming with food of all kinds. The fare was plain but plentiful
and more than enough to make her mouth water after so long:
salt-dried chicken and pork and fish, buns and rice pastries,
peaches and nuts and pears. There was even a small bottle of some
pale liquid tucked in along one side, which she uncorked to sniff
and found to be plum wine. Seated at one of the vast and empty
banquet-tables, she set to devouring a thoroughly unladylike
portion of what had been set before her without the slightest care,
while Zi Long curled herself along a broad space of floor just
beyond, still not intruding but remaining near.

I do hope nothing has become
too stale, she said at one point, with very nearly the cadence of a
matriarch worrying over the meal put before her visiting relations.
I do try to discard the older things, but it has been some time
since I was last paid tribute.

Again, Li Hua found
the edges of a smile threatening at her lips (and how could she
have imagined such a thing would be possible, less than a full day
hence?), even as she worked to at least show the dignity and grace
of swallowing her mouthful before replying. “On the contrary,
everything is excellent, my Lady,” she said, and tried to also be
polite about pouring some of the plum wine into a plain clay cup
that had been tucked in beside it. She had drunk water from the
pools themselves, clean and clear and fast-running as they were,
but wine was a lovely luxury, and she saw no reason to forbear.
“Thank you very much for your hospitality.” She sipped for a
moment, considering. “But do the villagers truly come up so far
only to leave you things you do not use? …What do you eat, my Lady,
if I may be so bold as to ask?”

I am a creature of magic,
and need eat nothing unless I choose to, Zi Long replied. Her tone
was oddly matter-of-fact for the content of the statement, and
perhaps again faintly amused. But the villagers offer what they
have, and if it comforts them, I have never seen fit to refuse
them. Their gifts were of greater use when I had junior demons at
my court, and still are at such times as I have guests. As I do at
present.

There were so many
questions in all of that as to be quite overwhelming, and as she
lowered the cup from her lips Li Hua found she had no idea where to
begin asking them, or indeed if she should at all.

“I beg your
forgiveness for my rudeness, my Lady,” she finally found herself
able to say, slowly, staring down at the lacquered table-top rather
than anywhere near Zi Long’s massive coil, “but… I confess I am
somewhat puzzled. It was not my understanding that I was to be your
guest.”

She was aware of Zi
Long looking at her, out of the shadows: the torchlight glinting
off her large, iridescing eyes, flickering as the transparent
membrane darted in across them and then away. The silence seemed to
go on for very long.

I know it was not, little Li
Hua, Zi Long said, with a sound in Li Hua’s mind like a sigh. And I
most regret keeping you in suspense for as long as I have been
required to. Kindly finish your meal, and I shall explain. But for
the time being, please only know the most important truth: you are
in no danger from me.

Never mind that
finishing her meal was suddenly a far taller order than might have
been expected, in light of how Li Hua’s stomach seemed to have
frozen solid, and her throat knotted tight around her breath..

—

What were you told
of why you were to be given to me? Zi Long asked, when Li Hua
had settled herself. The tone of the question, Li Hua thought even
through her numb confusion, was not one of genuine curiosity; it
was more akin to when her tutor in the palace would ask in her
lessons, Now, how do we see the virtue of jian especially
embodied in the second stanza?

When Li Hua had
finished swallowing what little more she could of her noon meal, Zi
Long had led her — to her surprise upon surprise — back through
those massive doors the dragon had emerged from this morning. They
had passed into a cavern of stone that Li Hua thought more massive
and high-vaulted than the entire vast palace in which she had been
raised, but whose contents were curiously unremarkable, especially
compared to the crumbling but ornate spaces beyond. There were more
pools gathered at the foot of one endless wall, slower than the
famous seven in the main chamber and sending up shimmers of steam
that marked them much hotter as well. Close enough to these to
absorb their warmth was a huge upraised platform of stone, covered
in a multitude of the largest silks and draperies and cushionings
Li Hua had ever seen. Terraced stone steps led up to this
formidable dragon-bed, and it was on one of these that Li Hua found
herself seated, as there was nothing else to speak of in the way of
furnishings in all these vast chambers. Another smaller cavern was
carved out of the stone wall opposite the pools, and even in its
shadows it could be seen that it held a truly breathtaking array of
gifts, surely from the villages Zi Long had spoken of: more baskets
and pots and carved chests, even small wagons with the poles that
had been hitched to oxen or donkeys to bring them now jutting out
uselessly at nothing. But that was all. The room might have been
enormous, but mostly it was empty, and a thick quiet seemed to hang
unwaveringly in the air. Although Li Hua knew it had been occupied
for longer than humans had lived in these lands, all the same, it
felt abandoned.

Now, she cast her
mind back, desperately picking her words. “I was told… that it was
every king’s duty to give a maiden daughter in her eighteenth year,
my Lady. It was said that you would… devour this woman. Me.” She
closed her eyes briefly. “In order to preserve your beauty.”

The sound Zi Long made in
her mind at that — a scoffing cluck like one of Li Hua’s maids
displeased with the state of her robes after a walk in the gardens
— was surely the most emotion Li Hua had heard her betray, and
brought her own eyes very wide open again. When will they ever tire
of repeating such nonsense? Zi Long said, although it was plainly
not a question for Li Hua, and all the better given the sharp point
of annoyance on her unheard voice. My beauty. Peh. My beauty,
inasmuch as I have such a thing, is a perception of the one who
gazes upon me, not an inherent quality I possess — and they know
only a human’s idea of beauty, for how would they know a demon’s or
a dragon’s? What care I if a human should find me beautiful? I am
myself, and be I beautiful or hideous or neither, it is all one to
my mind. She sniffed audibly, even as Li Hua sat unable to keep
from staring slack-mouthed at her, and then seemed to recover some
measure of herself. But I beg your pardon. None of this
disagreeable slander is your doing, after all; I apologize for my
outburst. Tell me, rather, if you have been told of how this
practice began.

“How it… began?” Li
Hua took a moment to absorb that question, and then to review
everything that had been said to her, by her sorrowing tutors and
brothers and her father as he wept openly into his hands. She had
of course been rather distracted at the time, but… “I don’t think
anyone ever said how it began,” she finally admitted, honestly, her
brows creasing together. “It always sounded as though it simply…
was. The first king who moved his people into these lands sought to
forestall your ire with the life of his daughter, I had imagined,
and it has ever been so.” She hesitated, and then added, hastily,
“Though I mean not to offend, my Lady.”

Zi Long seemed entirely
disinterested in that apology, however, continuing as though she
had not heard. Indeed. I am not surprised to hear it, but I can
assure you that what you imagined is false. Humans have dwelt in
these lands for a very long time, since long before there was a
king or a kingdom to be ruled, and for the most part they and I
paid one another very little mind. So long as they did not intrude
on my holdings or molest my demons at their work, I had no reason
to object to their presence, and they did not. Even in later years,
there were many kings who did not send their daughters to me,
before the first.

Li Hua was frowning deeply
now, staring up at Zi Long’s strange and wild face, but Zi Long
still did not appear to notice. Her tone was dry, patient,
teacherly. The first princess to be given to me was many
generations ago, all the same. She was the eldest child of a cruel,
selfish, and tyrannical ruler, who lived in luxury with his
nobility even as he crushed the common people under taxes and
tributes, and subjected them to harsh punishments for the slightest
infraction. The princess, who was called Guanyu — and here she
hesitated a moment, as though to linger over the name, as though
saying it brought her some emotion she struggled not to display —
was possessed of a virtuous and compassionate spirit, however, and
she objected to her father’s shameful rule. When he would not heed
her attempts to persuade him to relent, she at last resorted to
conspiring with the leaders of a secret uprising of commoners, to
depose him from his throne and free the people from his yoke.

But the king discovered
Guanyu’s plotting. Enraged, he sought to be rid of her and revenged
upon her, but he did not dare execute her in public; Guanyu was
deeply beloved of the people, and he knew that to do so would bring
about the very revolution that he hoped to forestall. So instead,
he claimed that I, the fearsome dragon set atop Crooked Claw
Mountain, had made the demand of the king of his lands that you
describe: a maiden daughter, to be consumed. This was in spite of
the fact that I had made no such demand, and in fact knew almost
nothing of him or of his kingdom, or of his people’s plight, for
that matter. In his mind, the people would blame me and not him for
the loss of the princess, and perhaps even sympathize with him as a
father so bereaved. At the same time, he supposed that I was such a
mindless and bestial monster that I would simply be glad for the
gift of a delectable morsel, and remove for him all evidence of his
crime.

“But you are no
monster,” Li Hua said — musing over the thought very carefully
herself, more than attempting to reassure Zi Long of as much. “I
have found you to be of a most intelligent and refined character,
my Lady.”

Why, thank you, Zi Long
said, sounding surprised into it, and very much amused again. Her
tone made Li Hua flush a bit, but at least she didn’t seem
displeased; quite the contrary, in fact. As it so happens, Guanyu
found me to be less dreadful than she expected, as well. When she
was delivered to the cave, and my junior demons brought her before
me, I asked her why she had been sent to me; and between what she
had been told and my own ignorance, we were able to arrive at an
understanding of her father’s treachery. Meanwhile, she was a most
charming and admirable young woman who had done no injury to
anyone, least of all to myself, and although my junior demons were
given to baser desires and did not care for the decision, I was
adamant that she come to no harm in my domain. Instead, she stayed
with me for a time as my guest, and then I aided her secret return
back into the kingdom, to gather her fellow conspirators and escape
to what has become the southern province. They formed a settlement
there, and from what I understand, they soon set to waging war upon
her father’s forces, to try to bring his terrible reign to an
end.
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