
Servants led them through the Ocean King's halls to the apartments they'd occupied nearly a year before. All would be in readiness there, kept against their arrival. As Mingliu entered the four male dragons sent to assist her own servants bowed deeply.


"Is aught else required?" the first of them asked, hands clasped and head bent.

The chief tiring woman spoke for her master. "All is in order. Our thanks to you. You may retire."

The men left. Mingliu glanced about her. The servants had disposed of the small luggage needed for their stay- night gear and a change to chamber clothes. The attendants were waiting to serve them in the inner bathplace. She gave the signal and the tiring women began to disrobe them. The ritual of undressing and washing would give her some moments in which to compose her spirit, and after that the relaxation of the bath might even give her inspiration to deal with the thunderbolt of the king's announcement.

Thus she was prepared for the General's first remark when the two of them were sitting together in water to their necks. The General, fortunately, was not one for scenes and temper, but her question flickered with anger like heat lightning on the undersurface of a cloud.


"What did that mean?"


"What indeed? 'The surface of the water'- King Goushou refuses to accept his son."


"And 'the middle depths of the water', what are they? What *can* they be?"

"I suppose it must be the First Prince. The King hinted as much. An adopted heir is well enough if there's no heir of the body. But when there is-" she shrugged- "things must look different."


"But that a man would refuse the son of his body in order to secure the position of his son by law-- that's unheard of. I'll make bold to say, even here, that it borders on the unnatural."


"I know, I know. I find it hard to credit myself. But consider. The First Prince is more than Goushou-sama's adopted son; he's the son in flesh of Goushou-sama's dead brother."


"Adopted sons usually *are* the children of dead brothers, at least in the Oceans," the General growled. "And at least in the Oceans, they're usually dead because their brothers killed them."


Mingliu made an impatient gesture. "You speak of ancient matters-"


"Two generations only. The last instance I recall was Kokuryuu, the Kings' own grandfather, whose brother raised rebellion against him."


"Which rebellion he put down with the aid of Heaven and slew his brother the traitor and took the man's son to be his own child. I know the history of the oceans, General. But consider the extent to which things have changed since then. Now Heaven has slain a dragon lord- a second time, in that family- and left the son to be reared by his nearest kin. Surely that would give the boy a special value in their eyes. A remembrance of their departed brother. A keepsake."


The general looked sceptical, and Mingliu's assistant spoke up.


"Forgive my intrusion, Madam, but there have been stories..." She left the sentence unfinished.


"I've heard them, and believe them as much as I believe anything that comes out of heaven. The tale was contrived to allay the Ocean Kings' anger and put them in the wrong should they seek revenge. I doubt they believe it themselves. Lord Goujun is dead and will not return, and his brothers must cherish the more the children he left behind him."


"Under your favour, that wasn't exactly the stories I meant."


"What then?"

"Amongst the ancient chronicles that detail the causes of war between brothers, and indeed between fathers and sons, there are certain obscure hints and remarks. They suggest to me that what seemed a side outcome of the wars was possibly the reason they were fought in the first place. And perhaps as a result, there's a certain air of unnaturalness and ill-omen that hangs about the idea of an adopted son. To consider only my lord General's example, there are strange things said about Kokuryuu's adopted son, the Hermit of the Eastern Ocean."


"Well," Mingliu said, "what has that to do with the present case?"

"For whatever reasons- and the ones you suggest, madam, seem reasonable to me- King Goushou holds his heir dear. It may then be unadvisable for him to have a son of his own in the house. The king's councillors and subjects must naturally favour the younger boy over the older, to the hurt of both Lord Kaishou's spirit and position; and in the end it may sow the seeds of dissension and war among the princes, to the harm of the whole kingdom. Ancient history in the oceans, if I may say so within these walls, is not so ancient as it is on the Continents."


"But still- but still--" the General said. "That such considerations would move him to refuse his own flesh entirely? It seems to me a flat contradiction-- that the King's feelings should be so tender and warm where Lord Goujun and Lord Goujun's son are concerned, and so unfeeling and politic when it comes to his own."


"It's a son he hasn't seen," Mingliu pointed out. "He left after her Majesty delivered the egg- the egg I'm sure he believed held a daughter. He had no attachments there, even in fancy." 

"I saw little of the king during his sojourn, but you will have been often in his company. Did he strike you as so cold a man?"


"From his bearing, yes, I would have called him cold and correct all through. There was no lightness, no easiness to him, or none he chose to show to me. One has heard he is a fire dragon indeed, but those are all tales from the kings' youth. Age and experience would seem to have cooled him, for I saw no evidence of passion or humour in him." She dropped her voice. "And our sovereign the Ruler seemed of the same opinion."


A silence followed this.


"It's true," Mingliu's assistant observed, "that he would not even send for his favourite, often though he was urged to it. Yet he wrote to him almost daily."


"Letters of love and longing?" the general asked.


"Your servant is not in a position to answer that," the assistant said.


"But still in a position to know." The General gave Mingliu a meaning look.


"Not here and not now," Mingliu said mildly, glancing at the walls.


"If the Red Dragon is as wary as our soveriegn, why are we having this conversation at all?"


"Prudence is always a virtue. But I would say, from my little knowledge, that the passions of the mind are the greater part of the King's character, far outweighing those of the heart and body."


"Is that then 'the deepest depths of the oceans' here?" the general asked.


"No," Mingliu said at last. "I don't think so. There's something more, but invisible to us. The oceans are deeper and darker than our country's rivers or even lakes. This action is extraordinary- unprecedented, as you say. We have adduced the king's reasons, but in my mind they don't add up to a complete solution. He may be concerned for his heir; he may have abandoned any hope of fatherhood and now find the fact problematic; he may have no great interest in the Great Dance or its products, as some dragons do not--"


The General made a noise of disbelief. "*I* never heard of such a one."

"No? His nearest brother was much the same, who danced it only three times, and that with the same Prince each time."


"That was not coldness in Lord Goujun but attachment!" the General objected. "Had they been of lower rank, clearly he and Prince Chifan would have married, to their great mutual contentment."


"I think," the Ambassador said drily, "that you haven't looked too closely into the natures of either the King of the Western Ocean or the Heir of the Northern Continent. Lord Goujun never formed even the attachments that Lord Goushou has and does, who keeps to the same favourite for years--"


"Now *that* to me is an argument for a cold nature with few needs of the flesh," the General said. "Ardent temperaments require much wood to feed their flames. I know nothing of this Marquis from the King's youth, but I note Lord Goushou's deep attachment to Lord Gouen and the Sage, both of whom are outstanding poets. His heart may indeed be touched only through the mind and ear; which would also explain his coldness both to our sovereign and her son."


"Mhh. Now if we speak of our sovereign--" Mingliu sighed, and the General frowned in turn.


"I wonder, Madam, if in fact this refusal may not be the problem it seems?" her assistant interjected.

"What? That the King of the Southern Ocean rejects the child our sovereign bore and refuses her the Other-parent's guerdon? I cannot see her being pleased at that."


"The King has given her the guerdon of a male child, gotten of royal stock. Own heir, if matters stood as they ought, to the Southern Ocean and nephew to the high king. He will be raised on Shanzan as a dragon of the continents. What better or more sought-after candidate as Dance partner to the mountain rulers' granddaughters, or as Older to the river kings' grandsons? As the key to future alliances there could be no better gift."


"True," Mingliu said slowly, "very true. I cannot think that was the King's intention, unless he is more far-seeing than most dragons have a right to be..."


"He *is* a red dragon, madam. It's not impossible."


"Then the King has made our sovereign a great gift and avoided complications in his own kingdom, in a single stroke."


"And I wonder," the General said drily in her turn, "how long before the High King realizes what his family stands to lose thereby? Or that this child, raised in the mountains, may still in some people's minds be the true heir to the Southern Ocean? I do not think we'll be allowed to accept the King's gift, if gift he intended it to be."


"What do you think it was?"


"Insult, pure and simple. As for why, I cannot say. But as we approached the throne, for a moment I saw hatred in his eyes, and I wonder what fancied injury might have caused that."


"I hope you were imagining things."


"I think I was not. My eyesight has ever been known for its keenness, and I see things at a distance that others do not observe unless close to."


"Mhh." The Ambassador sank deeper in the water. "It is true, we had much labour to get the King to come to Shanzan. We know he'd given over any expectation of a son, for he said as much when he adopted his nephew, so the only purpose in his visit was to maintain good relations among his Long River kin. Supposing him only half-willing at the start... Our sovereign is strong of purpose and will. This is virtue in a ruler but not to everyone's taste: and especially not, I would think, to one who seeks out the company of such as King Gouen and the Sage- poets of fine sensibility, modest and retiring; the one his junior in age and the other his inferior, his great inferior, in rank. And the Marquis of old was the same."


"You think King Gouen modest and retiring?" The General raised an eyebrow.


"Where needed. He has the virtues of a youngest child and fits himself with ease to the moods of others, as I am sure he does to his older brother. So if King Goushou prefers to lead, he may find it distasteful to be second to anyone, even the sovereign of Shanzan.

And therefore... I wonder if the King harbours some ill feeling to our sovereign?"


"That strikes me as the simplest explanation," the General said.


"It's no explanation at all," the Ambassador said in frustration. "He has a dislike for the Ruler so strong that it makes him refuse the son of his body? I think we would have seen something of this ill-will when he was among us, were it so strong and violent."


"'The magnitude of waters pile up,'" her assistant quoted. "The shallows of his rejection rest upon the middle waters of policy and favour to his brother's son, under which are the cold depths of feelings your servant should perhaps not speculate upon. But if he and our lady were out of sympathy, it would make it easier for him to refuse the son he never thought to have and to keep the one to whom he has given his heart. And as he is an Ocean King, and generous as those are, he makes of his refusal a gift to our sovereign."


"And as he is an Ocean King, and deep-minded as those are, his gift is ambiguous and uncertain," the General added. "Stones which shine beneath the water may turn to dull pebbles in the light of the sun, while oysters that look part of the dun-coloured rocks underwater will reveal their pearls when opened in the air. It is hard to name the value of that which comes from the ocean kings' realms."


"Well," the Ambassador said, "I can hardly ask him to his face if he intended us compliment or insult or both, so for the sake of policy and smoothness I must take the line that it was the first." She rose from the water and the tiring-women hastened to wrap their linen towels about her. "We shall rest a bit and then dress for dinner, and in that time I may manage some verse that doesn't wrinkle his Majesty's nose with disgust." 
