He kept Shasai with him during his siesta. It was still a novelty to decide who he'd spend his siestas with- he hadn't done that since he first bound his hair- and almost as unusual to decide what he'd do with them then. But what Kaiei wanted this afternoon was to sleep, and so he did: and Shasai did too, of necessity and doubtless not by choice.

He'd told his bedpartners, once his time was his own, to dispense with the etiquette that required them to be up before he himself awoke. He was unwilling to forego the pleasure of waking warm and in company, and it was also useful to see how his servants dealt with a change in protocol. It would be several years before he was free to choose a proper favourite- not until Kaisou's training was finished- but it was no bad thing to use this halfway respite to test the possibilities.

For all that, when he opened his eyes he was alone. It was Shasai's voice that woke him, from the side of the bed where he was standing.

"My lord the Prince, it will soon be the hour for sword practice."

"Anhh." He sat up yawning. After a minute he took the cup of tea from the small tray Shasai held out to him; drank, and regarded Shasai over the cup's rim. His face was alive with some information he was clearly itching to convey. Kaiei raised an inquiring eyebrow.

"The Red Dragon arrived early this afternoon, without warning, and broke in upon the King's council meeting," Shasai told him eagerly. "The King took him to his quarters. He looked not pleased at the Red Dragon's behaviour and later called for the bamboo, but the two would seem to be friends again now."

"Ah." Kaiei sipped tea. Shasai’s eyes danced with speculation. 

"Where did you hear this, then?"

"From Hourin when I went to visit the persimmon tree." 

"And where did he hear it?"

Shasai looked perplexed at the interrogation.
"He had it from the King's under-steward."
"Ah." Kaiei drank more tea. "It will be good to see my uncle again."
"I wonder what could have brought the Red Dragon here?" Shasai prodded.
"Mh. I wonder." Kaiei put the cup down. "Send Hourin to dress me. You have leave." Discomfited, Shasai left the room to summon Kaiei's chamberlain. Kaiei allowed himself a distinct regret. Shasai was very good-looking and his partnering exactly to Kaiei's tastes. But in the end... no. A first prince's favourites must have at least the beginnings of common sense. There was too much opportunity for scandal and complications otherwise.
His father entered the dining hall that night in lively conversation with First Uncle who walked a pace behind him. Uncle looked happy and at peace with himself. Kaiei nodded mentally. He’d been thinking, as he washed down after practice, that it was perhaps natural for Goushou to seek the assurance of Goukou’s love in so rambunctious a fashion. The younger offspring of a family are used to being indulged and so, secure in their importance, can be charmingly at ease with the world. Like Uncle Gouen or little Kaimyou, for instance. But as a second son Goushou stood always in his older brother's shadow, his support and loyalty taken as a matter of course. A little outrageousness from time to time, with the consequent punishment and forgiveness, would serve excellently to call Goukou’s attention to himself, and equally well demonstrate the understanding between them for all the world to see. Perhaps that’s why Kaisou too is such a handful? Though Kaisou had an impetuous and thoughtless nature as well, which added its own difficulties. Well, and was First Uncle any less impetuous when he was younger? Gran'fers' gossip suggested otherwise. 

At dinner's end Goukou nodded to him that his presence was required after. His brothers bade their father and uncle goodnight, and Kaiei followed the two older men to the King's apartments. Servants brought tea and fruit. Kaiei would have waited on his elders but Goukou motioned him to sit instead. When the servants were gone his father spoke.


"It is my will that you go to the Southern Ocean for the period of Kaisou's respite. Your uncle has some concerns as to his son's Older and naturally he may not deal with the situation himself. I would have you judge of the matter and handle it as you see fit."


Kaiei bowed.


"I won't prejudice you with my own opinions," First Uncle said. "But Kaishou is unhappy and acting unlike himself. If the cause is not his Older then certainly his Older has done nothing to mend the matter."


"Or may not be able to mend the matter," his father intervened.


"True, ani-ue." First Uncle grimaced. "I have my prejudices indeed, as you see," he continued to Kaiei. "I do not ask for miracles but I will be grateful for any help you can give Kaishou."


"I am happy if I may be of service to my uncle," Kaiei said. "My uncle will wish me to come as soon as may be?"


"With what haste you may, though it will take some days to pack and prepare for the trip. I shall announce your coming and have them make preparations for a stay of several months. Bring whatever servants you wish for familiarity. I will supply the rest from my own household."


In his own apartments the servants prepared him for the bath. Kaiei was silent in thought while his old bathman washed him down, but when the massage began he spoke.


"Grandfather, I am summoned to the southern ocean for the next five months. My uncle's house, as I recall, is less informal than this one and I have the impression that servants do not speak as much to their masters there."


"That is true, lord. The Red Dragon is not so easy-going as your lord father. One must keep a still mouth before one's betters."


"And among one's equals, how does it go?"


"Why, men gossip all the more among themselves, I would say. That is only natural."


"Indeed. And so the other bathmen would talk easily with you there?" 


"Those who have grown old in his service, certainly. The younger ones- well, the Red Dragon is particular about who enters his household. I find them to be prudent and well-behaved young men."


"Ahh. That may be a problem."


"If youth is what's needed, your Highness' body servants are young enough, surely?"


"It is my observation that chamber servants tend to be on their dignity with bathmen, and gran'fers on their dignity with everyone. Yet it is still the bathmen who know most of how it goes in a house, for hot water is a great loosener of tongues."


"True indeed."

 
"But I know nothing of Kaishou's household nor that of his Older."   


"Mhh, well. Given Kaishou-sama's youth, his nearest servants are probably the older men who came with him from the Western Ocean. They may still be as outsiders to the those of the Red Dragon's household."


"But they will remember you from before. Good. You will acompany me to the Southern Ocean then. As for Shinran-dono's servants..."


"He is the son of the Duke of the Eastern Maelstrom, I believe?

That family bears itself proud. He will have brought his own bathmen, I would guess
; and they too will be on their dignity."


"Yet they might be pleased enough to converse with one of my chamber servants if he were easy and open enough."


"Alas, your Highness' servants are also prudent and well-behaved young men," his bathman observed wryly. "At least, *I* have seen no rattletraps amongst them."


"Oh, I can think of at least one," Kaiei said in satisfaction. "I shall take Shasai then. People will talk to a face like his and he will talk to me. Indeed, I shall be hard put to stop him."


He and his entourage arrived at the Southern Ocean. Goushou and his two sons were out on the battlements to meet him, as well as a full complement of King's councillors and guard- almost as many as would be present for the High King's arrival. True, Kaiei was fully a man now, having completed his Final Dance, and true too that this was his first visit alone since that change. There was reason enough to make a display if one wished it. But First Uncle had never been one to stand on ceremony with his nephews. If he chose now to emphasize that Kaiei was the Heir to the Eastern Ocean, it might have something to do with the tall broad-shouldered wind dragon who stood behind Kaishou, flanked by three followers of his own. 


Kaiei knelt to his uncle, who raised him and gave him a kinsman's kiss on the cheek.


"Welcome, nephew, to my ocean. We are most glad of your presence." He used the ancient phrase for nephew that meant 'son of my older brother' and spoke with as much formality as he would have used to the High King.


"Your poor nephew rejoices to see the brother of his father in health," Kaiei replied gravely. Kaishou came in his turn to put Kaiei's hands to his forehead. He looked different with his hair bound: also obscurely ill at ease. The set phrases of greeting seemed to reassure him, and it occurred to Kaiei that some of the formality might be for Kaishou's benefit as well. 

He received little Kaifu's greeting next, and then found the white dragon being presented to him.


"Nephew, this is my son's Older, Shinran-dono, first son of the Duke of the Eastern Maelstrom," Goushou said with faultless grace. 


"My lord the Prince." Shinran bowed, also faultlessly, with hands clasped. He straightened and gave Kaiei a warm smile. He had handsome regular features and the unconscious assurance of high rank.


"Shinran-dono, a pleasure. I am glad to know my cousin's training is in such distinguished hands."


"Thank you, lord. It is an honour to be of service to the Red Dragon of the Southern Ocean."


"You will wish to rest and bathe after your journey," his uncle said. "Kaishou, accompany your cousin to his quarters and see him settled."


Tea and refreshments were waiting in his apartment. Shinran had discreetly disappeared, perhaps divining that Kaiei wanted to be alone with his cousin. Kaishou poured his tea and stood silent by as Kaiei drank. Kaiei gave him a smile.


"Will you not sit, Kaishou?"


"I thank you, cousin. I will stand, if you please."


Kaiei raised an eyebrow. "I'm sorry. Are you in trouble with my uncle?"


Kaishou looked perplexed a minute, then flushed. "No, of course not. My father-in-law does not raise his hand to me."


"I doubt he has need to, with one such as yourself," Kaiei said mildly, ignoring Kaishou's tone. "Shall we bathe now?" He felt Kaishou tense minutely as Kaiei's chamber servants came to attend to their disrobing.


"Perhaps His Highness would prefer the service of his own valet?" Hourin suggested at his side. 

Kaiei picked up the cue. "Call them if you wish, cousin. The Prince's bathman is here already, is he not?" Hourin replied in the affirmative.


"No," Kaishou said with hunched shoulders, "it is no matter. Your servants will do."


"As you will." Hourin was still waiting to undress him, placed in such a way that Kaiei necessarily found himself with his back turned to his cousin. Hourin in turn kept his head bent and his eyes on his master. So it had been the right decision after all, to put off naming Hourin his chamber majordomo. Hourin would have been left behind to keep the servants in order and not been present to make his fund of delicacy and experience available to his master. 

Kaiei had heard that the early years of training can give rise to an extreme sensitivity in young men. In some it leads to uncontrolled lewdness of attitude and speech- and he'd experience enough of that with his own brother. But in others it increases their natural modesty to the point of paralysis. Probably it was no surprise that Kaishou should be one of the latter. Kaiei had never experienced such a case before, so he followed Hourin's lead in keeping his eyes elsewhere as they proceeded to the bath and were washed down. Only when he was neck deep in water- and a covert glance informed him that Kaishou was too- did he look over at his cousin. The yellow face was not so much composed as lacking expression. Kaiei tried for a sense of his soul energy but found nothing. Kaishou had never been easy to read, for he kept a tight rein on his spirit, and it seemed he had only increased that control over time. 


"How goes it with your brother these days?" Kaiei said conversationally. "He must miss your company, now you are a man."


"He is well. The air of this sea agrees with him and no wonder, given how my father-in-law indulges him."


"Ah. He is still a child, but perhaps you see some trouble ahead?"


Kaishou shrugged. "It is no concern of mine. He will be first prince of the Western Ocean some day and my father's problem then."


Kaiei couldn't keep the edge from his voice. "Kaishou, it is your foster-father and father you speak of so slightingly and your own brother you dismiss so coldly."


Kaishou looked down at the water. "I beg your pardon, cousin. I spoke too roundly."


"That is well enough, but it was not your habit to speak thus in the past."


Kaishou said nothing.


"The change to manhood is a hard one, and it comes when you have had other changes to bear. You seem disturbed in spirit. I can only hope you will find that things go easier for you in future."


"I thank you for your concern," Kaishou said, and there was nothing at all to be discerned from his voice. Kaiei sighed.


"This is not your ordinary siesta time, I hope?" 


"No."


"Then Shinran-dono will have no objection if I ask you to share my rest. Come, let's to bed."

He signalled to his bathman who readied the towel for him to step into as he rose from the water. Again Kaiei kept his back to his cousin until they were both wrapped in their robes and in the bedroom. Hourin held the covers open for him on his side, did the same for Kaishou, and withdrew at Kaiei's sign. 


After dinner his uncle asked him for a game of go. They bade goodnight to Kaishou and Shinran, who would be off to the evening's training, and to Kaifu, who had still an hour or so of playtime before bed.



You would not know this, for when the decision was taken you were still a child. But when your father returned Heaven, perhaps sensing the danger he went to, he gave instuctions that if he died the kingship of the western ocean should pass to our cousin Gouron in his stead. It would not have come to you in any case."


"That is not possible! You are mistaken, cousin- you must be. My father would not say such a thing, and the high king would never agree to it!"


"At the time that Uncle Goushou asked leave to adopt you, my father had every intention of making Gouron king. He told me as much. It only went otherwise because our cousin Gouron refused the honour, and went on refusing in spite of the wishes of all three of our uncles and the strong political reasons why he should accept. Otherwise you and Kaifu would be as Gouron's sons are- guests in the western king's palace and servants to your cousins. Uncle Goushou took nothing from you; he gave you a title and a kingdom when you would have had none."


Kaishou trembled- with anger or grief, Kaiei could not judge. "How could my chichi-ue have considered so unnatural a thing?"


"You speak thus of the will of the one who begot you?"

"No, no- not at all. I was-- too forward in my speech. But- but why did he want to disinherit me? How did I earn his distrust?"


"You did not and he did not. He loved you well, but a king must look past his feelings. An ocean needs a man to run it, who possesses both strength and authority. It is not easy for our cousin to act the role of a king when he is only the regent. He succeeds because he has proved himself in both peace and war, and men esteem his gifts. But there are mutterers enough to say the high king slights the western ocean and denies it a real king so that it may remain weak compared to the eastern."


Kaishou looked shocked. "They would dare?!"


"They would and do. You are but newly come to manhood and have much to learn of politics and statescraft


Goukou was playing at draughts with his favourite when the chamberlain approached. The king raised an eyebrow. From the too-composed expression of the man's face, something untoward was afoot.


"Your Majesty, the First Prince has arrived and waits now upon the battlements--"


"What, Kaiei is here?!"


"Yes, lord. He sends the following message: Your unworthy son begs the King's forgiveness for returning home without leave. He prays the King will put aside his anger for the moment to grant him the favour of an interview.'"


"Of course. Bring him here at once." Something is wrong- Kaishou? Shinran?- and badly wrong, if Kaiei must speak of it to me in person. He gave his favourite a nod. "Have them bring wine and some refreshment for the Prince. Then you may go."


Shortly thereafter Kaiei appeared. He looked as he ever did, but as he knelt and put Goukou's hands to his forehead Goukou felt a premonition. There was something amiss about that normal greeting- Kaiei clasped his hands a shade too tightly, held on to them a moment too long. He was suddenly certain that the trouble lay with Kaiei himself. Goukou schooled his voice to cover the uneasiness in his heart. 


"Whatever it is that brings you here, it is good to see you again. So what is the problem?" He gestured for Kaiei to stand but the young man bent his head and stayed kneeling.


"I bear a letter from my uncle which... I think, will explain." He took it from his breast and held it out to his father in both hands, not meeting his eye.


So it's Goushou, is it? Does he dare complain of my son when Kaiei has devoted himself to putting Goushou's house in order for him, that he was too childish to do himself? He broke the seal with a jerk and cast his eye down the elegant writing:


"Goushou of the Southern Ocean to his older brother Goukou the High King, greeting. I kiss my ani-ue's hand and trust you and yours are in health.


Your worthless brother has not thanks enough for your graciousness in sending your heir to my poor ocean. Lord Kaiei has been kindness itself to my unfortunate son in the suffering occasioned by the many changes in his life. He has succeeded beyond my hope in returning him to that calmness and steadiness of soul he possessed in earlier times. The relief this has afforded your poor brother is no less great, and I shall always be deeply in your son's debt as well as your own.


That being so, I grieve all the more that your son has taken hurt within my house. I will be frank with you, ani-ue: he has fallen in love." 


Goushou found he'd been holding his breath, and let it go of a sudden. Well, well, well. He was about to smile, when he read the next words:

"Before you smile at this, consider that one such as Lord Kaiei may have little experience of the state. What is worse, I would guess from the extreme degree of his perturbation that the feeling goes beyond love and reaches to the degree of a violent passion: and of such an emotion, I will say with confidence, he has no experience at all. It must seem like a form of insanity to him. I have reason to think, from certain actions of his, that he doubts his ability to control his desire. I can only imagine the pain and confusion this must cause one who possesses your son's steady and tranquil temperament.


You have perhaps divined that there is more to the matter than an overwhelming attraction. I did not ask who it was had caught his heart, nor even whether love was in fact the trouble. Both are plain enough to one with eyes to see, and I think he would not willingly have answered even had I questioned him. For the one he is enamoured of is entirely out of consideration as a companion for him, and I believe the knowledge of that has brought him near to breaking point.


When he asked for a few days' leave to return to his home I was glad to say yes. Your poor brother knows too well the need to run to your side when his soul is in turmoil, and to take comfort from your wise presence. It is not wonderful that your son should feel the same. Be kind to him, ani-ue. He suffers deeply from his ill fortune, who for his virtue and kindness to me alone deserves to be happier than other men."


Goukou looked from the letter to his kneeling son.


"Kaiei, stand up. There is no fault in you, and neither I nor my brother have any to find."


Kaiei got up. Now Goukou knew to look for it, he could see the strain in his son's face, as if his soul was held on a leash.


"Come sit next to me and take some wine." Mutely Kaiei obeyed, but sat looking at his wine cup without attempting to drink.


"Goushou is most grateful for the way you've helped your cousin," Goukou said, to come at the matter roundabout.


Kaiei only bent his head in acknowledgement. Roundabout be damned, then.


"Kaiei, this hangdog silence is not like you, and it does you no credit. I will be plain, then. Your uncle thinks you are in love. Is he right?"


"Yes--- No. No, he is mistaken. This is not love. It is something unnatural- a fever, a disease."


"How so?"


"I am- I am like a man with the falling sickness. My will has no say over what my body does. I am afraid of what I may do, for I am no longer master of myself." He looked at the wine again. "Your pardon, chichi-ue- please excuse me from drinking." 


"As you will. Tell me what you fear."


Kaiei put the goblet on the table, face averted. 


"It is not a proper thing to speak of to one's father."


"You are a man, and I am a man, and when there is need you may speak to me as freely as you please. And there is need now, so I command you, both as your father and your king, to tell me what is in your heart."

Kaiei took a deep breath, then spoke in a low voice. "I think of nothing but him. I *can* think of nothing but him. The image of him is always in my head, the desire for him is always in my body, and I ache unceasingly from both. Ten times an hour I turn to go to where he is, never remembering the reason why I must not, and when I do remember it seems a trifle- nothing- compared to the need I feel. In the end I had to order the guards not to let me leave my rooms unless it was to answer my uncle's summons or to see my cousin, and to be sure I went nowhere else in my... distraction of spirit." He put his face in his hands. "I have been too lucky up to now, indulged and favoured by fortune. If I had ever known pain in my life I might have learned to hold out against it. But as it is I find myself like a child who can only cry for someone to come and make the pain stop."

"That is not true, Kaiei. You have known pain enough from me. I have never been tender of you, either for your own misdeeds or those of your brother, and you have always borne it with a steadiness beyond your years."

"That is different. If I fail in my obedience or my responsibilities, that is something I myself have done, and the pain that follows is reasonable and just. But this time I have done nothing wrong, or so it seems, and I suffer day and night. I think--" he dropped his voice- "I think I am out of my mind."


Goukou put his hand on Kaiei's. Kaiei's other hand gripped it with desperate strength.


"Father- chichi-ue- What am I to do? I have gone mad. The dictates of virtue- the duty of a guest- the feelings of my family- even, the wishes of the one I love himself- they weigh as nothing with me. All that matters now is my desire, and I fear I will do terrible things if no one stops me." He looked up with such banked terror and misery in his face that Goukou was shaken to his core. Unthinkingly he put his arm about Kaiei's shoulders and only then realized how strange it was to do it. Even in Kaiei's childhood Goukou had rarely caressed him, for Kaiei had never sought that kind of comfort. He half-expected Kaiei to withdraw, but instead he moved closer. The pang that caused him, of surprise and pain alike, gave him the words he needed.


"It is a madness others have known before you. It only seems terrible to you because your soul was never given to caprice before this. You have always been master of yourself, and you are master still. You came here, not to the bed of the one you desire."


Kaiei groaned. "That was the action of a weakling and a coward. A man would have settled the matter himself, but all I could do was run to your side and beg you to protect me from myself."


Goukou stroked his back awkwardly. It felt like comforting the rock on which his castle stood. "Do not say that, or you will be calling your father a weakling and coward as well." Kaiei looked up, momentarily shocked out of his misery. Good.


"The night they brought your uncle Goujun's body home, I went away suddenly and did not return for ten days. You cannot have forgotten that. The reason was much the same that brought you here. I knew that I was not master of myself, that in my anger I might do something terrible past mending, and so I fled to the company of the one man who would bring me back to myself."


"That was different, chichi-ue. Anger, even to madness, is not the same as lust--"


"It is no different. I speak as one who has experienced both in the way our ancestors did. They are different weavings of the same wool, and both are part of our heritage. You ask me what to do in your turmoil of soul. The best thing would be what I did in the house of my Older: enact the Forms, from beginning to end in order, to bring your body and soul under discipline and so into harmony."


"I will follow your counsel, chichi-ue, but if that exercise takes ten days, I am not sure I have the time."


"How so?"


"My cousin's situation still balances on a knife edge. His spirit has not wholly recovered from the circumstances that afflicted him, and I have made it worse by leaving him so suddenly, though I tried to explain that the fault was mine..."


"Speak to me of that. What was the trouble with Kaishou?"


Kaiei explained. Goukou's face grew dark. "So Goushou was right about Shinran. I will bear that in mind."


"Shinran-dono is careless and selfish, but not malicious. Alas that he has not the intelligence to take the hint that he has failed in his duty, but I would not confront him openly on the matter until I knew your will with respect to the father."  


"You did well to circumvent his shortcomings, and you were right that it is best to save face for the time being. But Kaishou has come to rely on you and you must not abandon him. Already both his father and his Older have done that, and one more will be too much to bear. Look you, Kaiei. You are here in your own home and any man you wish will be your partner. Can you not work some of the fever from your blood in the next day or so?"


Kaiei looked down. "I had my favourite companion with me at the Southern Ocean, but I could not even look at him when that other was in my mind."


"So it often is when desire takes us. Then there's no help for it. We must fight fire with fire. Kazan your second still supervises your brother's training. You will take his company for tonight and direct him to perform Split Apricot and Stripped Willowbark upon you; and for his assistant you may choose whoever it will hurt you least to have beside you."


Kaiei's voice was thin. "Yes, father."


"I approved your choice of Kazan as second, for he is my chancellor's son and his family has long known the secrets of ours. If it wounds your pride to lie below him, so much the better. Let the suffering of your body and soul be the weapon that overwhelms the suffering of your heart, and maybe make you master of it."


"Yes father." 


"You have leave."

Kaiei slipped to his knees and put Goukou's hands to his forehead.

"Thank you, chichi-ue. You have comforted your worthless son more than he could have hoped."

"I wish I might believe that, Kaiei."

His son looked up, and it was true there was a certain peace in his eyes. "My soul was in darkness when I came here. I knew I deserved your anger but the child in me wanted consolation for his pain. I couldn't say which I was more afraid of receiving, your correction or your indulgence. But you have consoled me with your justice, and for the first time in days I feel as if I were myself again." Kaiei smiled almost in the old way and Goukou was taken by a wash of tenderness. He stroked his son's wild black hair.

"Who is it? Who has taken you so far from yourself?" Kaiei looked away. "And come to that, why is he so out of consideration as a companion? Can his rank be greater than the First Prince's of the eastern Ocean? And if he is so mean of birth, how came he to be in my brother's palace? Come, Kaiei, tell me what keeps you from him."

"He is not of my generation."


"Not of-" Goukou was frozen. Anyone not of Goukou's generation could not yet be a man. "A boy?"


"No!" Kaiei stared at him in shock.


"Then- what?" What alternative was there?


"He is of my uncle's generation."

"Oh." He went weak in relief, and suddenly found himself smiling helplessly at the absurdity of his thoughts. Kaiei caught his expression and began to smile too, if a little shakily.

"Well, but that is not necessarily an insurmountable problem. Rank can often make up for lack of years, even between generations. Is there no other difficulty than that?"

Kaiei's smile disappeared. "There is. Chichi-ue, it is impossible- indecent. You would understand if you knew who it was--"

"Then tell me who it is."

Kaiei swallowed hard. "My uncle's favourite."

"Which one?" Goukou asked automatically before remembering what Kaiei at once reminded him.

"He only has the one; he is not a man for change. 

"This Pipang of Tsao'meikang, then. The pale red dragon."

"Yes."

"Is he as beautiful as that?"

Kaiei's voice was rough. "Yes. I have never seen-- any man so beautiful. I understand now why he keeps to his hill, and hides himself when he visits my uncle's court, for no man could look on him and not desire him."

"Men have looked on him and not desired him before this," Goukou reminded him.

"But not men such as I." And there was no answer for that.

