
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 govern it, one 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. Goukou was suddenly certain that the trouble, whatever it was, lay with Kaiei himself. He 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's the matter?" 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." 


Goukou 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 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 him 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 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." His hands twisted on his lap. "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 was never tender of you, either for your own misdeeds or those of your brother, and you always bore 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've 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 stiffen and withdraw, but instead he moved closer. The pang that caused Goukou, 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 ere this. You've 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 can't have forgotten that. The reason was much the same as that which brought you here. I knew I was not master of myself, that in my anger I might do something past mending, and so I fled to the company of the one man who would bring me back to myself."


"Surely that was different. Anger, even to madness, is not the same as lust--"


"It is not much 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 may not 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've made it worse by leaving him so suddenly, though I tried to explain that the fault was mine and not his..."


"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 found a companion much to my taste 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 third 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 to receive, 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 sleek 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 at all? Come, Kaiei, tell me what keeps you from him."

"He is not of my generation."


"Not of--" Goukou was frozen. Anyone not of Kaiei'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 has only 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.


Kaiei was subdued at breakfast the next morning, which was not surprising. When the meal was done Goukou took him to his study.


"How goes it with you?"


"It goes well, I thank you. My honoured father was in the right of it."

"I am glad to hear it. So now what? Will you stay some more days to see the cure out?"


"With your permission, lord, I would return to my uncle's kingdom. Not merely the Forms themselves but my father's presence and wisdom have cleared the clouds from my sight. I have troubled my uncle's heart with my foolishness and made my cousin uneasy. I would have them know they may depend on their kinsman. This infatuation I feel for Pipang-dono cannot be allowed to interfere with my duty."


"Are you as certain of yourself as that?"


"I am certain. I have remembered who I am and what is owing to my rank and position. I will put the thought of him fom me, and if it troubles me still--" he sighed involuntarily- "I will have recourse again to the medicine you prescribed for me last night."


"With whom, though? Those at the Southern Ocean are too far below you in rank."


"If needs must, I will ask my Older to guest with me at my uncle's."


"A good plan, that shows the wisdom and prudence I've come to expect in you. Be strong, my son. I am sorry for your pain but I cannot wholly regret that this happened." Kaiei's eyes reflected brief shock. "It is well to know sooner rather than later the limits of one's strength-- or to learn that one's strength does have limits. Our weakest points take us ever by surprise, for the pitfall appears where we never expected it. I was a king and a father before I fell into mine, and it  was luck more than virtue that kept us all from disaster. This has been a hard experience for you, but now you know yourself not immune to the passions of the heart, and will be on your guard in future."


Kaiei knelt and put Goukou's hands to his forehead. "Your foolish son is neither wise nor prudent, but my father is both those things and I have learned a little from him. Thank you, chichi-ue. Your love and care of me will light my path from here on."


He and his escort flew back to the Southern Ocean and alighted on the battlements. His body, stiff and sore from the previous night, was taxed by the flight, but the pain itself gave a clear certainty to his soul. Pipang was only a thought now, one bound about by wards and defences that his mind could not approach; it was as if he no longer existed. And his relief was a blessed thing: to see clearly again, to be free of the fever and the madness, to have come home after days of being a stranger to himself.


Still it was useful to know that mastery could be lost, and good to know that it could be refound. Just as my father said, who is always wiser and stronger than I. In time he might acquire his share of wisdom. If only the finding of it hadn't caused such worry to others; on that score alone he still felt ashamed. 


I shall make it up to both my uncle and my cousin, in my steadiness and devotion hereafter. And with that thought he arrived at his apartments, and his anxious servants waiting for him.


Uncle Mou, seeing him flinch at the touch of water, washed and dried him gently. Hourin suggested winterbloom for his weals, but Kaiei refused smiling.


"Pain works well to keep one's head clear, and I shall need it when I go to greet my uncle."


"As my lord wishes. My lord should perhaps know that Pipang-dono has returned to the western continent."


Kaiei's heart stopped. "When did he go?"


"Last night, my lord. My lord?"


Kaiei stared unseeing before him with the feeling of having swallowed a stone. His hands were cold but his face burned like the setting sun.


"Forgive me, lord, I should have told you more gently--"


"No," Kaiei managed. "No, you did well. The fault is mine. And I must still see my uncle," though the thought of doing so made him feel a little sick. He waited while they finished dressing him, then walked forward on leaden legs from the room, his guards falling in before and behind. He made his automatic way through the palace, concentrating on his breathing to still the shaking within. The chamberlain announced him and Kaiei entered the airy sitting room where the King customarily received his guests. He saw his uncle's figure against the open window and dropped his gaze. Six steps; he knelt and put his forehead to the floor.


"Kaiei? Stand up. There's no need for that."


"Uncle, your criminal of a nephew is ashamed."


Steps beside him and the King's hands on his shoulders. "Get up. Kaiei. Truly there's no need for apologies." 

Kaiei rose, but couldn't bring himself to lift his face. 


"You've done nothing wrong. I have nothing to blame you for. Come, sit beside me."


"I pray you excuse me. I would rather stand."


"What? But I told your father how it was-- I charged him to be kind to you, and this is what he does?!" 


"My father was kindness itself. He counselled me as if I were a man, not the blameworthy youth I am. He would have had me perform the Forms in order, but I have not the leisure for it now. So he ordered me to undertake the disciplinary forms last night, that the pain of my body might conquer the turmoil of my soul. And it did, until I came here--"


"And learned that Pipang was gone?"


"Yes," Kaiei said miserably. "That the King has deprive himself of his favourite because of his nephew's folly and lack of discipline-- truly, if my father knew that he would be enraged."


"And he would have no more cause than before. Pipang never abides long here. He belongs to his stream and his mountainside forests; the oceans are foreign and not compatible to his nature, any more than the mountains of the continent are pleasant for us. It was not because of you that he left. Do not give yourself the pleasure of blaming yourself for something wherein you are guiltless."


Kaiei felt a momentary confusion. Pleasure? 

"I will not, Uncle," he said automatically, but couldn't refrain from searching Goushou's face. Goushou looked back at him levelly.


"Pipang is sorry for your pain, and sorry he awakened such desire in your heart. But you will consider that this is far from the first time it's happened to him."


"Of course. It was presumptuous of me to think myself a special case."


"You are a special case, in being one who is dear to me and one to whom I owe so much. I would have spared you this if I could, but the pain of love is beyond any man's defence. Grieve that Pipang is not for you; grieve that he left without your seeing him again: no one will blame you for it, and certainly not I. Your uncle produced some of his best poetry from those circumstances--" Kaiei's eyebrows flew up. "I said it wasn't the first time. Gouen is merely older and more experienced than you. Maybe you can find something of your own to ease your sadness."


"Yes, Uncle. I will do that."


He made his way to Kaishou's rooms, walking slowly for the turmoil of his thoughts. In his heart he knew a small relief that Pipang was gone. He'd spoken with certainty to his father, but he had to wonder if he could ever be certain of himself again. I was mad once; if he was before me might I not be mad again? Yet for that same reason there was also disappointment: Now I will never know for certain, unless I chance some day to meet him again.

But more pressing and more painful was the world seen through sane eyes again. He'd known all along that his behaviour was blameable, but dimly and distantly like a faraway fact. Even in his father's presence he hadn't felt its full weight. But now he was suddenly awake and aware: a man sobered after a carouse, seeing the wreckage of the hall, the fouled floor and spoiled furnishings. This is what I have done. Failed in my duty, failed to act like a man of decency and a prince; shown myself weak in character and hurt the ones who love me and the one who depends on me. 


He burned with shame. No one blamed him for his folly; no one was angry because of it; his father, his uncle, had thought only to console him. As if I were still a child with hair unbound, not accountable as a man who's danced the Final Dance.

He took a deep breath. My uncle is indulgent to those he loves, but my father is not. There must be a good reason why he wasn't angry at me. I can only try to act like the man he believes me to be, and in time perhaps I will become it. If it hurts me to realize how far I am from it now-- He stopped a moment to draw breath, because it did hurt, the realization of how completely he'd failed to be what he ought. 


The guard made an inquiring noise. Kaiei waved a hand and began walking again. If it pains me to realize how far I am from what I should be, that pain will be my punishment, since no one else will punish me for what I did.


He came to Kaishou's apartments. The guards announced him and he entered. His cousin came forward and they exchanged a kinsman's embrace. Kaishou's face was gravely neutral, but Kaiei felt the chronic small tenseness in his body. One ever in arms against an unseen foe, his mind quoted again, and the thought came unbidden-- himself?

His soul went still in surprise. Kaishou was ushering him to a chair and calling for tea. Kaiei sat gingerly, and looked at his cousin with new eyes. The reflex courtesy, the outward command, the strong self-possession in one so young: not his natural character, perhaps, but a boy striving mightily to be worthy of the father he'd barely known, no doubt as his uncle had reared him to do. Afraid of being unworthy of his position and heritage, and thinking perhaps that he'd proved himself just that.


It was on the tip of Kaiei's tongue to reassure his cousin, but he stopped. The armour was necessary to one situated as Kaishou had been. One mustn't strip it from him. Better to help him fit the armour to his soul, not the other way around, that he could tak it off himself when he wished. 


Kaishou laid Kaiei's tea before him and stood back, hands folded in the graceful attitude that Kaiei's own brothers usually had to be prompted to assume.


"Sit and drink with me, cousin," Kaiei said. Kaishou sat, took up his cup when Kaiei did, and drank with downcast eyes.


"It's good to be back," Kaiei said. Kaishou looked up. "I was glad to see my father and my friends, but my work lies here. I'm sorry my distraction of spirit kept me from you these last days."


"I will strive to be attentive to your instruction, cousin."


"You are that always, Kaishou." Kaishou looked down. "I don't speak in indulgence. Your soul is devoted and serious by nature. It took unusual circumstances to turn you from that nature: the death of a father, the remove from your home, the neglect of those who should have devoted themselves to you. Myself included, and for that I am sorry." 


"My cousin has no need to apologize to me," Kaishou said in distress.


"I have much to apologize for, to my uncle and his friend and my father. I will not apologize to you, but I do regret that what happened, happened as and when it did. It made me neglectful in my duty." Kaishou looked calmer at that. "And I must be so a little longer, for I would rest during the siesta. Will you company my sleep, or will you have the services of your chamber gentlemen for your training?"


"I would happily share your sleep, cousin."
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There was a silence.


"I've done nothing to ease your grief, and that grieves me as well. And perhaps there's nothing to be done. I am sorry, Kaiei."


"Uncle--" Kaiei closed his eyes. "Every word you speak makes me feel more clearly the wrong I've done you.
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