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  Chapter 1


  Different Drums
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  “The story is told, Verial of the Lakes, of a king who asked one of his generals how large the army was that Herruwold the Bold was fielding against them. ‘Barely fifteen thousand men strong, Sire,’ the general answered. ‘Fifteen thousand and King Herruwold makes sixty-five thousand,’ the king replied, and, despairing, he asked for terms.”


  …


  “Because, much as is the case with your member, Starlight, size is of lesser importance. What you do with what you’ve got is what counts.”


  …


  “Yes and no. Yes, there were moments, several of them in fact, he regretted not taking Ehandar with him. No, most of the time. He had a task, a mission that needed fulfilling. He felt more at ease knowing that Ehandar was safe behind his wall. The daily routine of commanding an army kept him distracted. Each day was filled with dozens of little decisions that needed to be taken, dozens of little problems that needed to be solved, dozens of questions that needed to be answered. The farther he left Great Renuvia behind him, the more he concentrated on the coming struggle.”


  …


  “Verial, Verial, that is not the case. On the contrary. By refusing to come to the assistance of his father and brother, Anaxantis had made sure Great Renuvia wouldn’t suffer aggression from his family. They needed all their forces at the southern border.”


  …


  “A traitor? No. He had considered the possibility that accusations of this kind would be made. He had his answer ready.”


  …


  “Later, Verial. We will come to all that in due time. As we will come to what he privately called his grand strategy.”


  …


  “Again this infernal impatience. Part of his strategy was to keep his actions and ultimate goals a closely guarded secret. And for the moment, so will I. For Anaxantis concealment and confidentiality came natural, for his mother had taught him from a very young age that a secret shared is no longer a secret.”


  …


  “Because he needed that extra layer of protection that stealth provides. Don’t forget, his was not the only army on the march. Not by a long shot. Neither were his forces the most important. In fact, except for one, they were the smallest piece on the board.”


  …


  “Two Lorsanthian, two Rhonoman, and two Ximerionian armies… all marching to different drums. Into this quagmire of opposing forces the warlord guided his fourteen thousand troops, against his wishes, but compelled by the necessity to safeguard his dominions.”


  …


  “Oh yes, Starlight, the game was risky indeed. More risky even than you can imagine, but then you don’t know Anaxantis’s plan. I told you how he had declined rejoining his father because he feared being pitted against his brother while the king held all the trump cards and could shift his allegiance at a moment’s notice. It had given him several ideas.


  



  “For the moment he was in no hurry to reach his first destination, Rhonoma.”
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  The army of Great Renuvia kept close to the Ximerionian border in its descent southwards.


  It meant taking smaller roads and hence a far slower progress than could have been made on one of the main highways that connected the city states.


  “We’re barely making fifteen miles a day,” General Iftang Busskal who rode next to Anaxantis said. “We could have done as much as twenty, maybe twenty-five miles, if we had taken the main connecting roads.”


  “Yes,” Anaxantis answered. He looked straight ahead and seemed distracted.


  Iftang sighed. The prince looked at him.


  “Oh, I’m sorry. That was a question, wasn’t it?”


  The general nodded.


  “Several reasons. I thought it would be good exercise to let the troops travel on roads that aren’t too well-maintained. Besides, all kinds of people have to use the highways. They might resent being pushed aside and made to wait for hours while our army passed by slowly.”


  “Ha. That’s also why you ordered an automatic death-sentence by hanging, without a court martial, for any soldier of any rank whatsoever caught plundering. I see.”


  “I want us to make as little of a nuisance of ourselves as we can. We pay for whatever we need from the towns and local communities.”


  “You know you have forced Rhonoman and Lorsanthian spies to leave their comfortable lodgings in one of the bigger cities to come lie in the bushes of some backwater just to keep an eye on you, don’t you?” The general laughed.


  “Let them earn their pay, I say,” Anaxantis said, joining in the general’s merriment. “Besides, we might need the goodwill of the locals on the way back. Especially if we were forced to travel somewhat faster than we are doing now. Our troops will be used to these kinds of roads by then.”


  “And since you keep the daily marches short and at a slow pace, and moreover give them a day to rest every five days, the men are hardly grumbling. You don’t even have them making a proper camp, although it was one of the main parts of their training. If I remember correctly, it was you who insisted they should be able to erect a fortified camp, even after a grueling march. Why go to all that trouble and then treat this expedition as a leisurely trip through the country?”


  Anaxantis gave him a blank stare, but his eyes twinkled.


  “Ha, I see,” the general said after a minute. “The spies. How could I have missed that?”


  “Also, I need the time to get to know the men.”


  “Yes, I noticed you take all of your meals with the soldiers. Always a different unit.”


  “I need to explain to them why we are going to fight so far from home. It’s good for morale.”


  “And you’re making sure that they will be your army, and yours alone, once we return to the Highlands,” the general thought.


  “Promising them riches is also good for morale,” Iftang said out loud.


  Anaxantis shrugged.


  “I’d better make this venture a profitable one or Tomar will have my hide. The men should have their share of the bounty. The wiser among them will build a house with it or buy a farm. Some will squander it all in the taverns. The main thing is they will spend it in Great Renuvia. It will give trade a boost.”


  “We still have to lay our hands on those spoils. If spoils there will be.”


  “Oh, there will be spoils. I’ve studied whatever Rhonoman history books my Dermolhean friends have lent me from their libraries. The Senators of the great cities may look down on trade but they don’t mind levying heavy war fines on their vanquished enemies. Nor do they look down on a bit of plunder here and there. As their ally, I’ll make sure we get our fair share.”


  “You seem mighty sure of yourself,” Iftang said. “Then again, you usually know what you’re doing.”


  “I come from a long line of robber-barons, Iftang,” Anaxantis replied and he smiled. “Trust me on this one. There will be spoils.”


  “You quite enjoy telling people you’re descended from robber-barons, don’t you?”


  Anaxantis grinned.


  “Oh yes, I do,” he said.


  



  “Make way for His Lordship, you,” the soldier who was dispensing the midday grub growled.


  The soldier he had spoken to gave him a puzzled look. Then he looked back and saw the warlord, dressed in his simple uniform of a captain of the Amirathan Militia, waiting behind him, tin plate in hand.


  “He was here first, cook,” Anaxantis said. “He gets served first.”


  “Well, you heard His Lordship,” the cook bit at the soldier. “Hold out your plate.”


  He hastily ladled some brownish slop on the proffered dish and threw in a chunk of dark bread. When Anaxantis offered his to be filled, the cook rummaged in the kettle until he found a good-sized piece of meat and laid it in the middle. He carefully arranged the stew around it.


  “Better carry your piece of bread separately, My Lord, or it will get soggy.”


  “Thank you,” Anaxantis mumbled.


  He made his way to a group of soldiers who were eating, seated on a little grassy hill next to the road.


  “Mind if I join you?” he asked.


  Only when they stopped eating and talking and looked up to the young captain did they realize this was the commander in chief of the army. They had heard rumors he sometimes took his meals with the soldiers but they had never seen him do so. The army, while on the road was stretched out over miles and at evenings most units kept to themselves, their tents put up in a circle, the entrances facing inwards.


  Surprised, and slightly embarrassed, some soldiers shifted and made room for the new arrival. Anaxantis sat down and inspected the contents of his plate.


  “Have no fear, My Lord,” one of the youngest soldiers quipped. “The meat is fresh and only slightly burned and you can still recognize the vegetables. Our unit has one of the best cooks in the army.”


  Anaxantis took a spoonful and after some hesitation swallowed it down.


  “You’re right,” he said. “Yesterday I ate with a unit whose cook doesn’t believe in washing the vegetables before using them. He seems to think a little sand is good for you as it scours the stomach. Reminds me of certain Mukthars of my acquaintance.” He paused and took another spoonful. “I never realized stomachs needed scouring, though.”


  “Everything is better than my mother’s cooking — bless her soft heart and her hard hands,” another young soldier said with a greasy smile.


  “Ha,” Anaxantis said. ”You don’t even know what hard hands are if you haven’t felt my mother’s landing on your unsuspecting head.”


  “Unsuspecting and innocent, I bet,” the first soldier said. He colored red, fearing he had overstepped himself.


  “Hardly.” Anaxantis laughed out loud. “There weren’t many things that got past her, and even so I suspect the few times I did manage to get away with something she was just indulging me.” Something about the young man seemed familiar. “What’s your name?” he asked.


  The young soldier looked down at his plate. The other one nudged him.


  “Chromi, if you please, My Lord,” he mumbled.


  “You’re one of Chrom’s boys,” Anaxantis said. “You’re the son of the captain of the garrison of Lorseth Castle, aren’t you? How old are you?”


  “Please, My Lord, don’t send me home,” Chromi blurted out. “There’ll be Murokthil to pay. I wasn’t kidding when I said my mother has hard hands.”


  “Don’t you think going to war carries its own risks?” Anaxantis asked, mildly surprised. “And why would there be Murokthil to pay if you returned home? And you still haven’t told me how old you are.”


  “Seventeen, if you please, My Lord. Since last September. I’m old enough to serve in the army, but my mother wouldn’t let me, so I ran away.”


  “You ran away,” Anaxantis said. “Your parents will be worried to death not knowing what happened to you.”


  “I told my brother, Vonno, to tell them. I made him swear by all the Gods and Goddesses to do so only when the army had left the Highlands. and I didn’t tell him where I would be signing up.”


  “So, now it will be he who will be feeling your mother’s hard hands.”


  “Oh no, My Lord. Not Vonno. He is Mother’s darling. He’s somewhat of a poet and she thinks he’s delicate. She will not lay a hand upon him.” He looked at Anaxantis in a miserably pleading way. “Please, My Lord, I already missed the fighting at the Zinchara.”


  Anaxantis tried to give the boy-soldier a stern look, but he couldn’t help smiling.


  “Mothers. Mine thinks I’m still twelve,” a soldier in his forties chimed in. “Always asks if I’m eating enough.”


  “Ah, the poor dear is blind then, since she doesn’t see that enormous belly of yours, Sergeant,” yet another young soldier mocked.


  Everybody, the prince included, laughed.


  “I don’t think we will ever truly grow up in the eyes of our mothers, Sergeant,” Anaxantis said.


  “Right you are, My Lord. Mind if I ask you a question?”


  “Not at all.”


  “Why are we moving so slowly? You made us train hard enough to travel double the distance we’re covering in a day. Discipline is lax. We make frequent long stops and at evening you don’t even have us make a proper camp.”


  “I’m not harsh enough on you?” Anaxantis asked and he smiled. “Don’t worry, Sergeant, there will come a time — soon enough, I assure you — when you’ll be thankful for the training you received. Not yet though. We’re not in enemy territory and I don’t want you to arrive at our camp near Rhonoma exhausted.”


  “What are we going to do there, My Lord? Why are we helping them?” one of the young soldiers asked. “Our officers told us we’re going to defend the Highlands, but we’ve already left them a mighty distance behind us. Why not let all those strangers fight it out among themselves? What has it got to do with us?”


  “Because sooner or later the victor would stand at our border. We wouldn’t have a single ally left.”


  “For the Highlands this is a big army, and I know — I was there — that you faced an army twice as large as our own with fewer men,” the sergeant intervened. “I don’t know much about these things, but I’ve heard Rhonoma can field several armies, all larger than ours. Lorsanthia is even stronger, they say.”


  “All true, Sergeant. For one, Rhonoma is our ally. We have nothing to fear from them. They want us at their side to help fight Lorsanthia.”


  “They told us as much, My Lord. Still, it’s difficult to see what difference we can make.”


  “Don’t forget you’re highly trained and well-equipped. As lax as discipline might seem to you now, the more it shall be enforced when things get serious.”


  “You mean, once we march against Lorsanthia with our allies.”


  Anaxantis smiled.


  “I didn’t say that. Not exactly. But I promise you that you will know when I want you to show what a Highlander army is capable of. I also promise you that you will look back on this pleasant stroll in the countryside with nostalgia.”


  The men fell silent, not sure what they just had been told. Then the youngest of the soldiers looked up.


  “We’re doing this to keep our homes safe, aren’t we, My Lord?”


  “My brother is sealing off our southern border as we speak, all the while recruiting more troops. Meanwhile, it is our task to let all those foreign nations, allies and enemies alike, know what they would be facing should they feel tempted to attack us. There will be fighting — that’s unavoidable — but I promise you we will fight only when absolutely necessary and as a last resort and even then under the most advantageous circumstances possible. My first aim is to impress the enemy as much as possible and make him afraid to face us in the field.”


  “I like your way of thinking, My Lord. I am a soldier, but I have only this one life. It hasn’t always been an easy or good one, yet I mean to cling to it for a while longer.” The sergeant scraped the last of the stew out of his plate. He licked his spoon clean and wiped it on his sleeve.


  Anaxantis put his plate on the ground. He had barely touched the meat.


  Chromi’s friend was about to ask something but remained silent after all.


  “If you’d like to finish that off,” Anaxantis said, “please, be my guest. I’m full. I’d like a drink though.”


  “Go look for a beaker or something for His Lordship to drink from,” the sergeant ordered one of the soldiers.


  “Just pass the bottle,” Anaxantis said.


  He had just taken a swig of the weak beer and was passing the bottle on when a Clansman, accompanied by two older, grave-looking men came up to the little group.


  “Ah, there you are,” Ravvid said. “These gentlemen are from the town of Rymethos, some seven miles south of here. We’ll reach their territory by late afternoon.”


  Anaxantis stood up. The representatives of Rymethos tried to disguise their surprise. They had known he was young. They hadn’t expected him to be this young.


  “My Lords, welcome,” the warlord said. “Accept my apologies, please. My men should have made you comfortable and offered you food and something to drink while they came looking for me.”


  “They did, My Lord,” one of the men said. “It was we who insisted on coming to you. We don’t want to take up more of your time than strictly necessary.”


  “And you wanted a good look around to assess the strength and the disposition of my army,” Anaxantis thought.


  “What can I do for you?” he asked out loud.


  “The Council of our town was aware that you would be arriving in our neighborhood. We’d like to invite you and your staff to a banquet in your honor, this evening, at the mansion of one of our most illustrious citizens.”


  “You shouldn’t have gone to all this trouble on my behalf, My Lords, but since you have, I’m glad to accept.”


  Some further hollow pleasantries were exchanged and then the delegates of Themyros took their leave.


  



  Anaxantis watched them go, deep wrinkles on his brow. Rymethos, to his knowledge, was the first town they would meet that belonged to the Nyamethan peoples, though as yet it wasn’t incorporated into the Rhonoman Influence. No wonder they’d like to meet the new ally of their mighty neighbor.


  Suddenly, he remembered Ehandar warning him never to go anywhere unarmed. Not even to dinner parties. Well, he wasn’t. He was taking at least thirty of the Clansmen. He’d have to explain to the higher officers like generals Adolmach and Busskal that he couldn’t take them as that would leave the army leaderless should anything happen in spite of all precautions. Speaking of which… the horses were the weak point. While he and the Clansmen were dining the horses should be guarded.


  Anaxantis turned to the little group of soldiers.


  “Gentlemen,” he said, “anybody up for some interesting evening duty? It involves visiting the fair town of Themyros. I’ll make it worth your while too. Who’s up for some extra spending money?”
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  It was the last day of November and at the present pace, the army would reach Rhonoma in less than a day, Anaxantis calculated.


  The prince was riding behind the standard bearers, flanked by the generals Adolmach and Busskal. The road before them was straight as far as they could see. To their right, some fifteen miles away, loomed the Morradennes.


  They had been discussing how and where the army would camp on arrival. Finally Anaxantis had decided to keep the bulk of his forces far from the city, both so as not to antagonize their hosts and to remove any temptations that city-life could offer his soldiers.


  “Look there,” General Busskal said. “Two Rhonomans, if I’m not mistaken. They must be important people, judging by their retinue.”


  Anaxantis peered into the distance, and then he gave his horse the spurs.


  “What the heck,” Iftang shouted. “What’s gotten into him?”


  “Those are not Rhonomans,” Hormi Adolmach replied, and he laughed. “Even in that ungainly cloak I would recognize my duke anywhere. You stay here. I need to go and pay my respects.”


  With that he stormed away as well.


  



  Anaxantis seemed to fall off his horse, rather than dismount. His two friends were standing some ten feet in front of their retinue of fifteen men who were minding their horses. The prince ran up to Hemarchidas and embraced him. Arranulf’s eyes glazed over and he stared at the approaching army without really seeing anything, his muscles cramped with trying not to glare at the pair of them and doing his best to ignore them completely. The months of cozily living together seemed to evaporate in the turbulent warmth of this meeting of two friends. Arranulf reminded himself that he had promised his lover there was nothing he would deny or envy him. Yet his stomach felt like a tangled knot. The buzzing of rushing blood in his ears mercifully prevented him from understanding what was being said.


  It was why he was unprepared when Anaxantis took him in his arms and hugged him as if he was a long lost brother.


  “Arranulf, what a joy to see you. You look well. This climate must agree with you.”


  The prince took him by the shoulders and held him at arm’s length, mustering him from top to toe. Arranulf blushed.


  “By the Gods, you look marvelous. Is this how Rhonoman nobles dress?”


  “As it happens, yes. It makes people talk to you, and even like you, when you adopt some of their customs.”


  “He’s quite the diplomat,” Hemarchidas said. There was a hint of pride in his voice. “You should have heard him negotiating with that Rhonoman senator. He ran rings around him, and he wasn’t even trying.”


  Arranulf had by now become red, embarrassed by all the praise that was being heaped upon him. No sooner had Anaxantis let go of him than Hemarchidas put a hand on his shoulder and pulled him close, making him almost lose his balance.


  Hormi Adolmach had meanwhile arrived and dismounted but was keeping a discreet distance. With a smile Arranulf freed himself from Hemarchidas’s grip.


  “General,” the young duke said, making a gesture for him to come closer. “How are you? And the Landemere Contingent?”


  “Both well and at your service, Your Grace. It’s good to see you in such good health.” Hormi replied with a genial smile.


  “There is a terrain seven miles from here that belongs to the estate we rented where there is more than room enough for the army to make camp. There is a little river nearby with clear water. I propose you lead the men to it and have them settle in, while the warlord accompanies us to the villa.” He turned to Anaxantis. “If that’s all right with you.” The prince nodded. “And, General, tell the men I’ll be visiting them before nightfall.”


  “You’ll find the cavalry in exemplary state, Your Grace. The men will be excited to see you.”


  “Please, tell the Clansmen on duty to join me, General,” Anaxantis said.


  Hormi Adolmach saluted, mounted and rode back to the army that was still some distance away.


  “There are at least a thousand things I need to ask you. You told me a lot in your letters, but you have to tell me everything you’ve learned about Rhonoman customs, their current leadership, the strength of their army… Do we know their final strategic objective? What do we know about the army that has crossed their border? Has it been repelled? What are they planning—”


  “Stop. Please, stop,” Arranulf said and he laughed. “We’ll have time for all that soon enough. Let’s return to the villa. We have a bath there—”


  “A real bath?”


  ”Yes, with warm water,” Hemarchidas added. “Wouldn’t you like to soak in it for a while before talking war and politics?”


  “Oh, Gods, yes,” Anaxantis said wistfully.


  “Well, let’s go then.”


  



  Several hours later Anaxantis came into the room Arranulf and Hemarchidas used for themselves. He was wearing a Rhonoman mantle, kept closed with a belt. His hair was still damp.


  On the table were three pitchers with different sorts of wine and a few snacks, among which, to the prince’s delight, several chunks of hard cheese and slices of almost black bread.


  “These Rhonoman mantles feel very nice,” Anaxantis said, sitting down.


  “They’re basically just a large piece of cloth the ancient Rhonomans used to cover themselves with in bad weather. These are stylized, of course, but the original ones served multiple purposes. Two sticks and you’ve got a primitive tent. Wrap them around your body and they keep you warm. In this season they’re quite comfortable, but they make you sweat in summer.” Arranulf pointed at the snacks. “Aren’t you hungry?”


  “Just a bit,” the prince replied, grabbing a piece of cheese and smelling it. “Local product?"


  Arranulf nodded.


  “Made from sheep’s milk. Also dates back to ancient times. Keeps forever and easy to take with you in a satchel. Same goes for the bread. I don’t know how they do it, but it seems never to go moldy. It just becomes dry and hard, but it stays perfectly edible, provided you have strong teeth.”


  “Interesting. That would make it the ideal staple—”


  “Their armies march on the stuff. That and cabbages, nuts, and dried, salted meat. Sheep’s meat.”


  Anaxantis smiled.


  “You seem to have made it your business to find out about their customs,” he said.


  “Whenever we go to a tavern, or when we’re just sitting on the steps of the Temple of Dorion, or walking around in the Great Market he keeps asking questions of the locals. And they are a talkative lot. At least, the ordinary citizens are, proud as they are of their city. He listens, asks questions and forgets all about me. I could vanish into thin air and he wouldn’t even notice,” Hemarchidas said, mock-serious.


  “Oh you… That’s not fair. Anaxantis wanted us to gather as much intelligence as we could,” Arranulf said, blushing again.


  “Though of what use all these ancient stories are today, the Gods may know because I don’t,” the Cheridonian said.


  Anaxantis laughed.


  “We’ll have all the time in the world tomorrow. I want you to tell me all there is to know about their nobility. You must know a lot more than you have put in your letters.”


  “There are even stories intimating your family hails from these parts,” Arranulf said. “Rhonomans think everything worthwhile originated in their city, so I guess you should be flattered.”


  “I’m sure I am,” Anaxantis replied. “You think there is anything to it?”


  Arranulf shrugged.


  “Difficult to say. They think the royal family is descended from the Danachaos kinship. They were chased from the city ages ago and sought refuge in the Morradennes. From there—”


  “I see. Our reputation didn’t start with Portonas III or our robber baron forefathers. I hesitate to ask, but why was the Danachaos kinship chased from Rhonoma?” the prince inquired.


  ”Several, conflicting stories are told,” Arranulf said with a sheepish grin. ”Some not very flattering… others more so. The most favorable has it that one Rhonnon Danachaos was a victorious general in the days the city was just beginning to gather its Influence. In those days it sometimes had to fight for mere survival. Rhonnon Danachaos won several battles against contenders for the supremacy in the region. Of course, people were jealous and Rhonnon was a man bursting with pride. Before long he was accused by the Senate of wanting to make himself despot of Rhonoma. His stubborn and conceited refusal to answer the accusations didn’t help him much, as you can imagine. After a while it became clear that a conviction was inevitable. Only the punishment needed to be decided. When the senate met and the supreme commander of that year stood up to announce the verdict of the Directorate and put it to the vote, Rhonnon as well stood up. ‘Rhonnon Danachaos, you stand accused of high treason against the City, the Senate and the People of Rhonoma,’ the supreme commander accused him. Rhonnon replied in a loud, booming voice, ‘I, Rhonnon Danachaos, accuse you, senators of Rhonoma, of godless ingratitude.’ Then, at exactly the same moment, both men said, ‘You are guilty.’ The senators were completely taken aback, then pandemonium broke out and everybody started shouting. It took a very long time before either the supreme commander or Rhonnon Danachaos could make himself heard.”


  “Hm,” Anaxantis said, “the story is too good to be true, don’t you think?”


  “I agree that time embellished what was probably an exceptionally tumultuous meeting of the senate. Anyway, as soon as some semblance of order and quiet returned, Rhonnon spoke again. ‘As Dorion is my witness, you are unworthy to live under the protection of the Danachaos kinship and I refuse to stay one day longer in this cesspool of a city, poisoned as it is by your despicable envy.’ The supreme commander rose in fury from his seat and roared, ‘You are banished, you, your kinship and your issue, in perpetuity.’ To which Rhonnon replied, equally loudly, ‘Too late, old man. I have already taken my hands off you.’ After which he left the Senate House.”


  “Yes, I wouldn’t put it beyond an ancient Tanahkos to be this, eh, highhanded,” Anaxantis admitted.


  “What about arrogant and overbearing?” Hemarchidas said with raised highbrows and a mocking smile.


  “Let’s call him proud,” Arranulf intervened. “Anyway, the story doesn’t end there. Rhonnon returned to his house on the Parryrhona and ordered his slaves and servants to empty it of all valuables. When everything, furniture included, was outside, he himself torched the place. The people spontaneously formed a line to pass on all the possessions of the Danachaos kinship from the Parryrhona to the Danachaos estate seven miles outside the city walls. Not a single item was stolen. It took from midday till dusk. The next morning everything was loaded upon carts and wagons. The Danachaos kinship was leaving Rhonoman territory, never to return. People in the Great Market bewailed the departure of their most successful general and some, preferring to throw in their lot with him, followed him.”


  Anaxantis frowned.


  “It’s a bit of a gamble, but I might use that story. You said this was the most favorable?”


  “Yes,” the young duke confirmed. “The least favorable version has it that one day Rhonoma woke up and Rhonnon Danachaos and his kinship were gone. Everyone who depended upon him and everything that belonged to him had disappeared as well. And the treasury that is kept under the great temple of Dorion went missing too.”


  The prince laughed out loud.


  “Now, this story I can believe,” he said. “I’m still going to use the other one.”


  


  [image: ]


  The next morning Anaxantis and Hemarchidas went for a ride. The Cheridonian had asked Arranulf if he minded. The young duke had replied he didn’t and that he knew the two friends must have a lot of catching up to do. He had smiled confidently. Hemarchidas had kissed his lover on the forehead.


  Arranulf watched them ride away, standing on the back porch of the villa, nursing a beaker of warm, spiced wine. His self-confidence seemed to have dissolved in the wisps of fragrant steam from his drink. His belly felt like a writhing jumble of tangled snakes thrusting their venomous fangs into his guts. He had to continuously remind himself that he had promised Hemarchidas that he wouldn’t nag, wouldn’t envy him anything. That he would just be there when he was needed and fade into the background when he was not.


  He let out a deep sigh.


  It had been easy to say and he had meant it when he promised he wouldn’t lay a claim of exclusivity on Hemarchidas. Easy because at the time it had been just the two of them. Now there was one too many in the equation.


  He watched how the riders became smaller as they rode further away, toward a woods in the distance. He couldn’t hear them, but he could see they were chatting animatedly and laughing loudly once and again. Were they having fun at his expense, the young duke wondered with a sinking feeling.


  Arranulf blew into his beaker. Then he shook his head.


  He couldn’t keep thinking that way. Trust. He should trust Hemarchidas. And even… even if… but, no, Hemarchidas had said nothing had ever happened between him and the prince. There would have been plenty of opportunities. And at the time there hadn’t been any obligations. There were no obligations even now, he reminded himself. He had promised unrestricted freedom to his lover.


  Strange how the easier a promise was to make, the harder it seemed to keep it.


  A bleak sun was slowly dissolving the morning crispness. It would be a mild day for early winter. Were there even real winters this far south? Certainly not like the ones in the Highlands, Arranulf mused. Dozens of fangs tore at his innards as he saw Hemarchidas pointing to the woods in the distance and making ready to give his horse the spurs. They would ride between the trees and soon be out of sight and… and…


  Again he had to stop himself. Arranulf straightened his back and his face became impassive. He would not give in to these poisonous feelings. He would not.


  “Please, please, don’t take him from me,” he thought. He couldn’t help thoughts like this from racing through his head, panicking. “I know you can. With one word. A smile. A nod. But don’t. Don’t. Please. He’s all I’ve ever wanted since the first day I laid eyes on him and I didn’t even realize it at the time. You, you can take your pick. Whomever you want. Just don’t let it be him.”


  He followed the two friends with his eyes and noticed how Anaxantis pointed at two trees that stood by themselves in the middle of the open field before the villa. The prince veered his horse and raced toward them, followed by the Cheridonian, who was yelling.


  Arranulf smiled. Hemarchidas obviously wasn’t pleased by the change in plans and direction.


  



  “You love the woods,” Hemarchidas fumed. “I can barely keep you away from them when we’re in Lorseth on the training grounds. You love their smell, you love the crackling of the leaves under your feet, you love for us to sit by the little stream. Sometimes I don’t understand—”


  “Yes, I do. I love the forest. I also love the wide vista of this field and the view of the villa.”


  Hemarchidas looked around and noticed how small the figure on the porch in the distance seemed.


  They sat down, each against a tree, several feet apart.


  “I suppose the Rhonoman Directorate will have been apprised of our arrival,” Anaxantis said, “but I want you and Arranulf to go announce it officially. What do you think? Should I invite the current and the old commanders over for a banquet? At the villa or would it be better to have them come to the campsite?” He frowned. “Or maybe I should just invite the supreme commander… What do you think?”


  “I have no idea,” the Cheridonian said. “You’re talking to the wrong man. Arranulf is the diplomat of this two-man outfit. Me, I’m just along for the ride. Oh, you should have been there when we visited that old fox, Tembar. At first he treated us like children who had barely learned how to read. Arranulf soon changed that. At one point he more or less implied that you would help if only to prevent the Rhonoman Influence becoming another Lorsanthian satrapy.”


  “He didn’t,” Anaxantis cried out and he laughed.


  “Oh yes, he did. And he kept a straight face saying it. I thought the old senator would choke on his classy, very expensive, wine. All the while Arranulf kept staring at him with those great innocent eyes of his.”


  “He surely is something else, isn’t he?” Anaxantis said, studying his friend’s face.


  Hemarchidas looked out over the fields, pulling his knees up and hugging them.


  “Yes, he is,” he finally said. “How he handled those Trachians, for example. If it had been just me, we’d have come to blows, but there is something about him that soothes everybody’s nerves. I’ve often wondered what it is. A mixture of natural grace, breeding…”


  “Good manners? Gentility?”


  “Yes, that too.”


  “Gentleness?”


  Hemarchidas looked at his friend.


  “You set this up, didn’t you?”


  “I can’t make people like each other if it isn’t meant to be, Hemarchidas.”


  “Liar,” the Cheridonian mock-scoffed. “You so can.”


  Anaxantis grinned.


  



  “Hemarchidas is taking care of the horses,” Anaxantis said as he came outside onto the porch.


  Arranulf didn’t reply but just nodded.


  “Sorry we snuck out like that, but I rarely have the occasion to talk to my best friend alone these days.”


  “I understand,” Arranulf said. “Did you have a good time?”


  “Boring. He kept on singing your praises. It got old very fast.”


  The young duke flushed. Anaxantis burst out laughing.


  “He must have exaggerated. I just tried to guard our interests here and prepare for your arrival,” Arranulf said.


  “And I can’t think of anyone who could have done a better job,” the prince said, this time in a serious tone. “You wrote you received a message from the Trachian soldiers you met. It said they would visit you shortly. Anything yet?”


  “Ah, yes. I wrote to you I offered them, their friends, their general, and their prince asylum in Landemere. One of them came by to ever so politely refuse. It seems their general thinks the prince will want to stay in the neighborhood now that there is a possibility of a full-fledged and protracted war between Lorsanthia and the Rhonoman Influence. He also said that they would be traveling by night and hide by day from then on. So, I gave instructions to the servants and the guards to let them through. I made sure they would recognize Brancas or, in case they have to send someone else, have that person show them his ring. ”


  “The guards will ask for it?” Anaxantis asked.


  “No. The man is to show it spontaneously. If he doesn’t he will be detained and kept prisoner until we find out exactly who he is. If he does show his ring, the men are to give him, or them as the case may be, food and drink. Then they will come and wake me, no matter what the time may be.”


  “Very wise precautions,” the prince approved.


  Arranulf was visibly pleased.


  “Brancas told me they’re reassembling what is left of their regiment, Prince Phrademys’s Own Hunters,” the duke continued. “General Tacladydes is afraid the prince might get involved in the local war between Rhonoma and Naodyma and he wants to get him out of hiding.”


  “Any reason why he can’t just go and get him?”


  Arranulf shrugged.


  “The prince is under deep cover — that’s what Brancas called it — and it may not be all that easy to get him out of his hiding place without raising suspicion. There is a covert Lorsanthian task force roaming the eastern parts of the Nyamethan territory.”


  “Ha. Rhonoman troops on the march, Naodyman forces on the defense and Lorsanthian soldiers prowling the countryside. Yes, it seems they’re caught between a rock, a stone wall and a hard place.”


  They both sat down at the table, facing each other.


  “There aren’t many of them left, or so I gather,“ Arranulf said. “You probably know what is coming.”


  “Have they asked for our help?”


  “Not yet, but I think that might be the main reason for a next visit.” The duke paused. “I don’t know how all this fits into your plans, or whether it will fit in at all.”


  Anaxantis hesitated for a moment.


  “It doesn’t just fit in my plans,” he said. “It’s part of them.”


  “Oh, please, I wasn’t asking you to tell me anything that’s confidential or so.”


  “Well, I already have, haven’t I?” Anaxantis gave the duke an encouraging smile. “I trust you, Arranulf, and you’re a very clever man. I want us to do everything in our power to help the Trachians and their prince to wreak as much havoc as possible. Think about it: for Lorsanthia what they provisionally call their Trachian Province is in the easternmost parts of their territory. I have no doubt they mean to carve it up in two, three satrapies to buy loyalty with, but for the moment they need to keep it under military rule. The expense must be staggering, the logistics a nightmare. I would like nothing better than to haunt their dreams some more. A nice, little insurrection would suit us just fine.”


  “Yes, I can see that.”


  “The problem is that we’re here by invitation and so the margins within which we can operate are limited. Add to that the fact that our army isn’t too large to begin with.”


  “I never bothered to ask, but I wonder whether the Rhonoman authorities are aware that a Lorsanthian rogue unit is operating on Nyamethan soil. Once and again they must cross into Rhonoman territory, don’t you think?” Arranulf mused.


  “Yes, very clever. Once a state of war is officially declared between the Influence and Lorsanthia they would be fair game.”


  “And not only for us, allies, but for regular Rhonoman forces as well,” the duke added.


  “Why yes, indeed. All the more so as they could seriously jeopardize the war effort against Naodyma.” Anaxantis paused, thinking. “I’m glad you’re on our side, you and your devious mind.”


  Arranulf laughed out loud. He felt appreciated and the curious effect was that the warm glow of this feeling dispersed the last vestiges of his earlier somber thoughts.


  “Look who’s talking,” he quipped, suddenly happy and contented. “Anyway, there’s a good chance we can help the Trachians by alerting the Rhonoman authorities — and as it happens I know just the people to alert.”


  “And also by coincidence they will have troops in the region. How difficult can it be to form a special unit to chase the Lorsanthian enemy?”


  “Not difficult at all,” Arranulf mused. “The conflict with Naodyma is but a minor operation, a sideshow. Hunting down the Lorsanthians will just be a sideshow of the sideshow. A minor effort, at a minor expenditure. I’m sure I can make Senator Tembar see the logic of such an operation. He, in his turn, can convince Senator Meri who will be commanding the expeditionary forces.”


  Anaxantis seemed deep in thought.


  “Maybe we can be of some further assistance. If I can find enough volunteers we could form our own little rogue band and send them to reinforce General Tacladydes’s men. Even the odds a bit.”


  “Yes, brilliant,” the duke cried out. “We can adopt Trachian aliases and—”


  “Not you, nor Hemarchidas,” the prince interrupted him. “I need you here. You, to make sure our allies stay just that, and Hemarchidas to see that the lines of communication between Great Renuvia and wherever I may be stay open. With any luck I’ll also have some transports to arrange.”


  “Transports? Of what?”


  “Since you don’t want me to tell you anything too confidential, I won’t.” Anaxantis winked.


  



  From the shadows of the hallway to the porch, Hemarchidas was looking on. He was relieved to hear the animated conversation between his best friend and his lover. Not a trace of unpleasantness between the two of them, not a sign of awkwardness.


  He stayed awhile, looking at the scene and it almost brought a lump to his throat. Anaxantis, he realized, was by far the more exciting, flamboyant and dazzling of the two. Not that he tried to be. The not-trying was part of the attractiveness. Anaxantis might be the rolling wave but Arranulf was the unperturbed rock, standing firm in the surf. The prince promised adventure, excitement, dizzying heights. His lover promised nothing more than just undying loyalty, tenderness and stability.


  He walked out to the porch and went over to Arranulf.


  “I leave you alone with him, and you’ve already forgotten all about me,” he said and he kissed his lover lightly on the head.


  “Of course not,” the young duke replied. He giggled. “Who are you again?”
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  One of the many strange things that had happened lately, Riathona often thought these days, was that most of his coevals called Antybion Riathonon. They begrudged him his good fortune and his new kinship by refusing to call him Termannyar. They wouldn’t dare call Antybion Termannyar Riathonon by his given name without express permission or the benefit of a friendly acquaintance. So, they actually called him by the same name they called her, albeit the male variant thereof. It was irritating to a certain degree and it made her proud at the same time. Which was also irritating.


  



  The connection between the Deynarr kinship and the Termannyars had already borne fruit. The reception hall to their freshly repainted house bore witness to quite a few, though brand new, alliances with some of the most prestigious Rhonoman kinships. Whenever she felt less than motivated or uncertain of her goals, she simply went to the reception room to look at all the exchanged gifts, testifying to their connection to the very heart of Rhonoma, its founding citizens by way of their descendants.


  



  The place of honor was of course reserved for the little ancient statue of a horse in white marble, a gift from Senator Ivaryas Termannyar. Most fitting since the Termannyars were reputed to have been the first to bring horses to Rhonoma and ride them into battle. It was also the first token of alliance the Deynarrs had received. She had thought long and hard about the return gift. Since the Deynarrs were the junior partner in this alliance — as they would be in all future connections — and since their gift couldn’t be of ancient or historical value, it was expected to be expensive. She had finally decided on a great cup, practically a vase, out of solid gold on an equally solid silver stem and base. It was engraved with the Rhonoman lion, its eyes two rubies. The cost had been enormous but well worth it. Several other gifts had followed in quick succession. The Brymas, the Marradars and, most importantly, the Tembars of the Brannicall branch. The Meris of the Noridann branch were conspicuously absent. It worried Riathona. No kinship could hope to have ties of friendship with all the others, and she was quite content with the alliances that had materialized. It placed the Deynarrs firmly in the camp of the reasonable, moderate nobles who wanted Rhonoma to be governed for but not by the people. And who expected to be rewarded in honors, respect and hard cash for their trouble. All of which was what Riathona thought of as just and proper. The Brymas were considered fence-sitters, and as such were neither taken very seriously nor ostracized. The Meris were, paradoxically, the hardliners of the moderates, just shy of being proponents of the absolute rule of the aristocracy.


  



  However, that was not what made Riathona nervous. Quastell Meri Noridann was the Commander-General who would lead the operations against Naodyma, the theater of war her son would serve in. It would have made her feel a lot better if there had been a formal declaration of friendship between the two kinships. Meri would have had to look out for Yorn. He would have felt obliged to give him some safe, cushy job. Yorn could have been a junior liaison officer or some kind of secretary on Meri’s staff. The mere fact he hadn’t seen fit to send an official alliance present indicated he wasn’t planning on giving Yorn special privileges. Maybe it meant exactly the opposite. The consequence was that Antybion was the only one who could offer some kind of protection to her precious son. Antybion Termannyar Riathonon couldn’t be brushed aside, not even by Quastell Meri Noridann, for all that he was the Commander-General of the Expeditionary Army. There was one comfort to be had. The boys seemed to be on the same terms as before Antybion’s windfall. Sometimes they stayed at the Deynarr residence, at other times Yorn spent the night in the Termannyar mansion on the Parryrhona. Nothing extra-ordinary. Nothing to make anybody raise an eyebrow. Anybody civilized that was. Close friendships between young nobles of about the same age were deemed natural and beneficial, as long as they behaved in public with the dignity and decorum expected of their rank. No worries on that front. They seemed to genuinely like each other and at the same time respect each other’s boundaries. The only problem was that Antybion didn’t see the problem. As always, he just did what was asked of him. Riathona has seen, with not a little concern, that when the boys returned from their daily training, Antybion seemed none the worse for a day of exercising but that Yorn was beat, though he tried to hide it. There still was no certainty about how Meri planned to deploy his junior officers and in a few days the army would march on Naodyma. It was frustrating in the extreme. There was not much she could do, because she knew nothing. Yes, there was one thing she could do. She would have to make herself clear, very clear, and it would go against every instinct ingrained in her. She would have to ask Antybion — beg him, if that was what it took — to never let Yorn out of his sight.


  



  Antybion came into the garden, looking for his adoptive father.


  He saw him sitting on the cold marble bench by the pond, looking at the little statue of Symyrno. It was evening and the sun was behind the garden wall. Antybion was still in full armor.


  ”You shouldn’t stay so long here, Father. It’s getting cold this late in the day.”


  The senator looked up and motioned with one hand for Antybion to stand still.


  “You look magnificent,” he said after a while. “You completely look the part of a Termannyar.”


  “Is it just a part, Senator?” Antybion asked, his voice soft and neutral.


  “No, no. I’m sorry. Forgive an old man his clumsy ways of expressing himself,” Ivaryas said.


  Antybion took off his mantle and put it over the senator’s shoulders.


  “What I meant was that you are a Termannyar and that anybody would know that just by looking at you,” the old man said. “It came out all wrong. I’m getting more useless with each passing day.”


  “Nonsense, Father,” Antybion said, offering his hand. “Come, let’s go inside. It’s time to eat.”


  “Is young Deynarr here?” the senator asked, standing up with some difficulty.


  Antybion nodded.


  “He’s staying the night.”


  “We’ll dine together,” the senator said. “I like seeing you eat and it will please cook that the plates come back empty to the kitchen.”


  “And you can tell us about the campaigns you fought in and the ones your father told you about. You are not useless, Father. There is so much we can learn from you.”


  The senator smiled, barely perceptible.


  “Thank you, son, for indulging an old man. You are right, there may be a few pointers I could give you that might prove useful. Mind you, it was all a long time ago, and yet it seems I can recall most of it in vivid detail, though I can’t remember where I left the scroll I was reading a few hours ago or what it was about.”


  



  “The senator sure had some fine stories to tell, don’t you think?” Yorn asked as they entered Antybion’s room. “And he tells them well. Take that incident where he lay in ambush with just his company and how they completely annihilated almost an entire battalion. The element of surprise—”


  “Strip,” Antybion interrupted him. “I gave orders for the servants to have the basin filled with warm water by the time we would retire for the night. It will get cold if we leave it too long.”


  Antybion didn’t wait for his cousin and got out of his clothes. In no time he was naked. He walked over to the niche where the basin stood and opened the curtain that hid it from sight.


  While he fumbled with the laces of his sandals, Yorn looked out of the corner of an eye at Antybion.


  “He feels as comfortable naked as clothed,” he thought. “He isn’t bashful. He doesn’t even seem to be conscious at all of being naked. If it were anybody else it would seem shameless. Indecent even. On him it seems natural, graceful. Gods, he’s handsome.”


  Antybion came over to him.


  “Let me help you with that,” he said, and began pulling Yorn’s tunic off. Antybion noticed his cousin had a hard-on, but he was used to it by now. He pulled off Yorn’s pants and underpants in one gesture, exposing his cousin’s erection. “I’ll help you with that too. Later,” he said, and he went back over to the basin.


  Yorn followed him, blushing, and holding his erection close to his belly.


  Antybion started rubbing a bar of creamy soap all over his cousin’s body starting with his chest. He grinned while looking Yorn in the eyes as his ministrations went gradually downward until he grabbed his cousin’s member with two soapy hands. Yorn started whimpering softly although he tried to hold his breath at the same time. Antybion pulled him near by putting both his arms around him and started washing his back with a sponge. He used his soapy fingers to go between Yorn’s butt cheeks, pushing his index into his cousin’s entrance for just a second. Yorn felt embarrassed and at the same time excited being manhandled like that, pressed against his cousin. He frantically tried not to get overexcited. He wanted the hands to keep doing what they were doing. Forever, if at all possible. He wanted to stay just there, on the brink, without ever having to cross over.


  “What do you want?” Antybion asked. “Do you want me to suck you or just make you come by using my hands? Or do you want me to fuck you or you me?”


  Yorn was dumbstruck. It wasn’t exactly coarse or rude. It was just so matter-of-factly. Antybion could as well have been inquiring whether he’d like a cup of white wine or red wine.


  “All of that,” he thought. “I want you to do all of that. Repeatedly.” He didn’t know what to say.


  “Or do you just want to go to sleep?” Antybion asked, misinterpreting his cousin’s silence.


  “No, no,” Yorn replied. “Whatever you’re in the mood for is fine by me.”


  He cursed himself. He was now being as casual as Antybion. As if intimacy were just one last task to perform at the end of the day. Like an exercise and as if it didn’t particularly matter which one.


  Antybion was sponging him down.


  “Now you. Do me,” Antybion said after he had finished, offering the sponge and the bar of soap to his cousin.


  Yorn gulped as he took them and started meticulously washing Antybion, who let him lift his arms when needed and docilely turned around at the slightest nudge. As so many times before, Yorn got excited by handling this man-sized, living doll his cousin had turned into. He sunk to his knees, pretending to himself it was to better execute his cleaning task. When he had removed most of the soap of Antybion’s back and butt, he breathlessly spread the cheeks, exposing the rosy-wrinkled entrance. Suddenly not caring anymore what his cousin’s reaction might be, he started exploring the rim with his tongue. Antybion remained standing firmly, his legs slightly apart, patiently letting Yorn do whatever Yorn wanted to do. Yorn’s grip on Antybion’s calves tightened when he felt the slightest shudder, provoked, he hoped, by him and not some random draft. He stopped when he felt himself almost climaxing and with a deep sigh stood up.


  Antybion turned around.


  “That felt nice. Very nice,” he said.


  “Nice. You always say that. What do you mean, nice?” Yorn thought. “How about ‘You almost made me come’ or ‘I couldn’t have lasted another minute’? How about ‘I love it when you do that’? How about ‘I love you’? How about—”


  It was no use. His cousin was happy enough to let Yorn… well, use him but it was as if Antybion wasn’t even there. Not really.


  “What do you want me to do?” Antybion asked.


  Yorn turned around, partly to hide his face, and let his body lean against Antybion’s.


  “Ha, yes,” Antybion said. “Knock, but do not enter. Upright this time.”


  Yorn sighed as he felt how his cousin wedged his member between his butt-cheeks and positioned the gland against his entrance.Yorn’s body was almost instantly covered in goosebumps by the delicious pressure. He stood on his toes, and, groping backwards he took Antybion’s dick firmly in one hand and let himself sink over it.


  ”Please, come in,” he whispered between gasps of pain and excitement.


  Antybion leaned slightly backwards, but kept still, giving his cousin support while letting him otherwise take command over what would or would not happen.


  Even with his back Yorn could feel the firm muscles of his cousin’s belly. He felt safe, held by two strong arms.


  “Shall I?” Antybion whispered in his ear.


  Yorn groped backwards, in an almost desperate gesture, trying to make Antybion’s face come nearer to his. Giving up and bowing his own head, he planted his heels back on the floor, impaling himself completely. He let out a groan of both pain and accomplishment.


  “Fuck me,” he said, asked, begged, in an almost inaudible tone.


  It wasn’t done. It wasn’t proper. Rhonomans didn’t mind their men having sex with other men. Most Rhonoman nobles had had some more or less romantic involvement with an equal at one time or another. They were supposed to grow out of it. They were supposed to never let themselves be penetrated, never take the passive role. It was all right, even at a more mature age to take a younger slave for sexual gratification, and a lot of wives were even thankful if their husbands chose to do so. All that was asked of them was that they should be discreet and keep the affairs of the bedroom there, although more intimate relations weren’t unheard of. They just were thought of as eccentric.


  Ironically, it was proper and fitting, Yorn thought as he felt his cousin begin to move softly in him. Their relationship had changed. He himself had never seen Antybion as anything other than a relative, an impoverished relative maybe, but still an equal. Now that his cousin had been adopted in the ancient and very noble kinship of the Termannyars he outranked the upstart Deynarrs immeasurably.


  “Harder,” Yorn croaked. “Fuck me harder.”


  His mouth open, gasping for breath and trying to keep his moans down, Yorn realized it was what he wanted. To be taken, not for his own sake but just for his cousin’s pleasure. To be used. To kiss his cousin’s ass. To suck Antybion, sitting on his knees as a supplicant. The only thing he wanted in return was to be loved for it.


  Yorn felt an arm around his chest, keeping him upright. He was still being fucked but now strong fingers had clasped around his dick.


  “Come inside me,” he groaned. “I want you to come inside me.”


  He felt himself, still impaled, being lifted off the ground, while at the same time the grip on his member became almost unbearably firm. Two, three strokes were enough to make him spurt, shortly followed by two upwards thrust and a warm feeling in his backside. Even while he was gently being lowered down again he felt his cousin’s erection inside him shrink.


  Yorn freed himself and turned around, hugging his cousin. He didn’t dare kiss Antybion, he didn’t dare say “I love you” as it hadn’t been said to him either, but he kissed his cousin’s neck, fervently and repeatedly.


  As usual, Antybion didn’t move and let happen whatever happened. When finally Yorn had calmed down and had also stood motionless for several minutes, Antybion let go.


  “We’re all sweaty. We’ll have to start the washing all over,” he said.


  Yorn nodded without speaking.


  



  “The Gods have mercy on me,” he thought. “I’m lost. I’m no longer my own man.”
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  Thank you so much for reading. I hope you enjoyed this book.



  On the next pages you'll find information about the other books in this series.


  On my site you will also find links to all my other books as well as links where they are available.



  If you'd like to receive an email whenever I publish a new book, you can subscribe to my New Releases Newsletter.



  If for any reason at all you'd like to contact me, you can do so through theContact-formon my site.



  I have a blog on my site (www.ximerion.com), divided in regular blog posts, shorter news items and longer articles. I recently revamped my virtual home, so don't expect too much content yet. In the About section you will find out where I hang out on the Internet. Feel free to friend me wherever you find me.


  I also plan a section with more background information on the world of Anaxantis.


  Thank you again,



  Andrew Ashling
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  These stories are fast food, ice creams, snacks. Right after eating them, you will feel hungry again. They have no nutritious value whatsoever, but I hope you'll find them tasty. Ever thought about how it would be if you were in love with three persons at once? And all three were in love with you? And with each other? And you lived together? And you all were guys? Wouldn't it just be like a family? That is what Alan thinks... Alan is a bit rude and he sees and has so much sex, that he talks constantly about it, almost without realizing it.


  If male on male sex, graphic scenes or coarse language offend you, this is probably not for you.


  Every chapter is a little story by itself, but in the same setting. Yet it is best to read them in sequence, as each story tells you something more about one or more of the characters.
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