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  Chapter 1


  The Love Fight
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  “In every man's life, Friend of Wolves, there comes a moment when for the first time he is tested. When for the first time the metal of his existence is thrown into the glowing embers of fate. The decisions he makes, the actions he takes, for better or for worse, will determine his course forever. For Anaxantis that moment was approaching fast.”


  …


  “At first sight, yes. Up until now he had managed to stay on top and parry all blows. The self-confidence he exuded, however, was partially artificial. He was all too aware just how precarious his position was. He had his friends, and he knew he could rely upon them, but they couldn't make his decisions for him. In a certain sense they were an added burden. He felt responsible for their safety as well.”


  …


  “By keeping his eyes open and staring fate in the eye without blinking. It was against his nature, but he resolved himself to take harsh measures if circumstances should require them.”


  …


  “Yes. That meant in all situations and in all matters, whether of a public or of the most private nature. Some of those decisions would have a tragic result, yet none of them were taken lightly.”


  …


  “Before my tale is done, Mandigaill the Hunter, you will have had occasion to make up your own mind about that. I trust your conclusions will be wrong as usual.”
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  It was halfway through the month of March and the weather was exceptionally clement. It improved everyone's mood, except Anaxantis's who was worried that an early spring could also mean an early attack by the Mukthars.


  Ambrick of Keyld had gone for a ride. His semi-official courtship with Lorcko of Iramid had now been going on for about a month and he still didn't know what to make of it. The only thing he was certain of was that it made him restless.


  Without planning to he found himself in the part of the wood near the spot Lorcko had brought him that day he confessed he had ‘a thing’ for Ambrick. Since then they had returned there a few times, but this was the first time he had come alone. He dismounted. It really was a beautiful part of the forest. The lazy murmur of the river soothed his nerves.


  He was not thinking of anything in particular, just taking in the surrounding beauty, when he heard the neighing of a horse in the distance. Someone was coming. As quickly and at the same time as silently as he could he went looking for cover behind the trees, leading his horse by the reins. When he estimated he was far enough so it wouldn't be noticed, he tied up his steed, and cautiously made his way back.


  There were evergreen shrubs everywhere which made it easy to approach the spot he had left minutes ago unnoticed. His instinct had been right. He didn't have to wait long for Lorcko to arrive. The young heir of Iramid dismounted with supple, fluent movements, secured the reins loosely to the branches of a bush, and went to the bank of the river.


  Crouching down, he tested the water with one hand. Unhurriedly he went to fetch two large towels out of his saddle bag and lay them beneath a weeping willow, his favorite spot.


  Ambrick started breathing through his mouth, remaining perfectly motionless, unable to take his eyes off the young god who had started to undress slowly.


  “What's he doing? The water is far too cold still.”


  Standing with his back to Ambrick's hiding place, Lorcko got out of his pants, removed several items of clothing, and finally dropped his underpants. Even from where he was hiding, Ambrick could see the goosebumps upon his arms and buttocks, and the almost translucent little hairs on his legs. Lorcko shivered when a sudden gust of tepid southern wind passed by. He stretched his body as if he had just awoken from a long sleep and shook his long, thick hair backwards, a distant smile on his lips.


  “It's not fair. It has been winter for all of us, except for Iramid. He looks bronzed, by the Gods. Nobody has the right to be that beautiful.” Ambrick thought.


  Almost involuntarily his right hand dropped to his crotch. He opened his breeches to make room for his swollen member that pressed uncomfortably against the fabric. With his right hand he softly stroked his shaft, trying to control the noise his panting made by breathing through his mouth.


  “Turn around, turn around, I want to see your dick, damn it, turn around.”


  As if obeying his silent command, Lorcko turned around, slowly walking to his horse. Ambrick got a stunning view of the curvatures of his chest, the delicate nipples caressed into little mounts by the wind, the flat belly, the inviting happy trail of little hairs showing the way from his bellybutton to his rich, full bush and his perfectly formed member.


  Ambrick, enthralled, began stroking more vigorously. He felt moistness on his fingers. He looked down upon his own dull gray skin, his almost hollow belly, the sparse hairs on his long, spindly cock, the thin, white fingers clasped around it. He hated the sight. He hated himself.


  Lorcko rummaged in his saddlebag until he found a drinking flask. As if to give Ambrick a full frontal view again, he turned around, put the flask to his lips and drank, long and thirstily, his head held backwards. An already noticeably warm sun shone on his body, filtered by the still bare branches.


  Completely overcome by lust, Ambrick stroked harder and harder, until silently he came, unable to unglue his eyes from the vision before him.


  Lorcko put his flask away, walked back to the bank of the river, and at first gingerly, then with brisk movements waded through the water until it was deep enough for him to let himself fall down in it and swim.


  Spent and unhappy, Ambrick followed him with hungry eyes until only his head was visible above the water. He felt a deep melancholy fall over him as a thick, heavy shroud. All that could be his, his for the asking. Not this piteous, short-lived and unfulfilling self-gratification, but the real thing. Those bronze arms asked nothing better than to welcome him, and the full lips wanted to meet his. All that opulent beauty, those voluptuous contours, the promising grace, all of that, all of it was his if only he permitted it. So why didn't he?


  Closing his pants he went back to where he had tied up his horse, thoroughly demoralized. Why had he chosen this lonely, brutal release instead of the freely offered tenderness?


  Because, he suddenly realized, it would never be enough. Even if it were real. Even if Lorcko had spoken the truth when he said that this time he was going for love, not for lust, even then it wouldn't be enough. It would never suffice just to be loved by Iramid. Or to have him. It wouldn't even do to possess him.


  Ambrick realized that he wanted, longed, desperately needed to be him.
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  Right across the main tower of Lorseth Castle were the buildings where the gubernatorial administration was housed. To the right were the lodgings of the guard of the lord governor and the barracks of the garrison. They were called barracks out of tradition, but in fact they differed in nothing from the rest of the stone buildings of the castle.


  Under the guard house were the dungeons. Originally they had been under the tower as was the case in most castles, until in 1345 the then lord governor, prince Berimar, later king Berimar III the Fair, father of the unhappy Berimar IV, had ordered new dungeons built. Rumor had it that he had complained the wailing and cries of tortured rebels kept him out of his sleep.


  To the left of the administration were two buildings that were used to lodge important guests. True to his word, Anaxantis had assigned one of them for the exclusive use of the Mukthar prince and his followers. He had agreed with Timishi that the Mukthars would not leave the vicinity of Lorseth. They were free to roam around as far as Lorseth Market, but both princes had agreed it would be advisable that they should do so in groups of no less than three.


  The inhabitants of the little market town and the soldiers stationed around the castle were informed that they should treat the guests of the lord governor with politeness and a certain degree of indulgence, since they couldn't be expected to know the local customs.


  Anaxantis had, out of his personal purse, provided a stipend for his guests. He wanted them to be able to pay their own way, both out of a desire to not hurt their pride and the expectation that strangers who had money to spend would be accepted more readily.


  Timishi had ordered his men to be calm and civil at all times and to not let themselves be provoked by Ximerionians who knew nothing of the world except their own backyard, and who would probably, like the primitives they were, make fun of anything they didn't understand.


  Astonishingly enough, on the whole this seemed to work. There were minor incidents, but that was only to be expected.


  



  To their surprise the Mukthars learned that hollow chickens were the rule, not the exception in Ximerion. The stall and shop keepers of Lorseth Market on the other hand appreciated the custom not to haggle but pay the asking price without further ado of what they called the prince's Mukthars.


  Timishi and his men had a predilection for The Cranky Goat, and the landlord valued their custom as they always payed cash and beforehand. A few of his patrons could take them as an example, like a certain general of Cheridonian extraction he could name, he thought. He soon got used to the fact that four Mukthars made the noise of twenty of his regulars and that earthenware plates and tankards tended to end up in shards on the floor, next to the gnawed bones of his spicy chicken wings, a specialty of the house of which they seemed never to get enough. He soon learned to not bother putting vegetables on their dishes. The crockery he just added to the bill.


  To his surprise they were polite, especially when the one with the red ribbon in his hair, sort of the boss-Mukthar, was there. Moreover, to his perfect delight, everybody wanted to see them, to the point that some of the girls began to complain about lack of attention.


  



  One day Lushorm, Shermy and Kashynshko chased away a gang of young hoodlums who were harassing an old lady and trying to steal her basket. While running away she had fallen down, and when Shermy helped her up and grinned at her, she almost pissed herself. When Lushorm took her basket she feared her last hour had arrived. She almost couldn't answer for nervousness when they asked her where she lived. They wanted to ransack her house, that much was clear. At the gate of her little front garden the big barbarian handed her back her basket. The little one, cute as a button, grinned, nodded and then they turned around and went their way, leaving her behind in a state of mild confusion. Weren't Mukthars supposed to murder you, destroy everything and set fire to stuff? And sexually overpower you, she thought somewhat disappointed.


  The story went around the little town as wildfire. One of the boys who came home with a bleeding forehead because Lushorm was rather adept at throwing stones, got spanked to boot for his trouble when his father learned the truth about the incident.


  Although not everyone agreed, the majority of the good people of Lorseth Market held that these Mukthars were probably trained by the prince-governor. They realized full well that they might act like more or less well behaved puppies, but that they remained at heart wolf cubs, to be treated with circumspection. Nonetheless the remarkable effect was that a lot of people saw to the coming conflict with a degree of optimism. Mukthars were not inhumanly strong, wild beasts devoid of reason. They were just… a bit different. A lot, actually. And wild.


  It had taken but a few days for Timishi and his men to become a fixture in the daily life of Lorseth.


  



  While on the whole the Mukthars were well received, there remained one major exception to the rule. The higher officers of the different fighting forces, and more particularly the Army of the North and The Landemere Contingent, looked down on the Mukthar guests of the lord governor. Soon reports reached Anaxantis of mostly verbal but nonetheless acerbic fights between groups of officers and Mukthars.


  Timishi didn't formally complain about the behavior of the officers, but Anaxantis got more and more dismayed at each new incident. Finally he had the commanders in chief report to him. Both commander Demrac Tarngord of the Northern Army and general Hormi Adomalch, who had succeeded Lethoras at the head of the Landemere Contingent, protested their good will, but stressed that they couldn't baby sit their officers.


  Moreover, reports about the incidents were sketchy at best, and it was not very clear who had provoked who.


  “This is becoming a problem,” Anaxantis said one evening, when he was relaxing with friends in the communal barrack of the Clan.


  “Why don't you give a banquet in honor of your guests?” Iftang suggested. “It's a time honored tradition.”


  “I think that's an excellent idea,” Bortram seconded the motion.


  “Why am I not surprised?” Anaxantis scoffed.


  “It will give the chief cook a chance to shine,” Hemarchidas said. “He thinks you're a very boring lord governor. Even with New Year you didn't have a feast. Not even drinks and light snacks. Just a private party.”


  “Hm. After all, why not?” the prince mused. “We could invite the notables of Lorseth Market, the mayor and the aldermen. Oh, and the upper echelons of the administration as well. It will show everybody that I hold my guests in high esteem, and who knows, some socializing might take place.”


  He turned to Tomar.


  “Could you see to the particulars?”


  “Of course. I'll have the cook prepare a proposal for a festive menu to present to you. He will be thrilled. I'll have a list of prospective guests ready for you by, oh, tomorrow afternoon. And a provisional order of seating.”


  “That would be nice.” Anaxantis smiled.


  A few minutes later Tomar excused himself, saying he wanted to go to bed.


  “You're putting an awful lot on his shoulders, you know,” Hemarchidas said to Anaxantis, in a quiet aside, while the others were talking among themselves.


  “You think? Am I asking too much? I thought—”


  “He takes a lot out of your hands, just by organizing and summarizing all the documents that come your way. There is the inning of the tribute. No sinecure. Ghiasht stubbornly refuses to pay it's share in full, and what they pay, grudgingly, is never on time. There is the recruitment. A very complicated and work intensive undertaking. Then you say things like ‘I want all the boots of the soldiers reinforced with steel at the heel’ and you just expect that it will be done, be done well and be done in time. Guess who does the organizing and the overseeing? Now this…”


  “Oh, I didn't realize. So, that's why he went to bed this early.”


  “He isn't going to bed, you little fool. He's gone back to his office to prepare the work for your latest whim, so that his underlings can tackle it first thing tomorrow.”


  Anaxantis blushed.


  “Why doesn't he say something? I really had no idea.”


  “He doesn't want to bother you. He knows you have enough on your plate with the pending war, and he just wants to be of as much assistance as he possibly can.”


  “We'll have to see what we can do to help him then, won't we?”
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  The Devil's Crown lay on a wooden stand, specially made for it and intricately carved, against the wall in the private workroom of the high king. Tenaxos watched it suspiciously, studying the capricious reflections of the sun on its golden curves and precious stones. Mute though it was, it seemed to the king that it gleamed evilly at him.


  “Nonsense. It's a piece of metal fashioned into a shape that makes it fit upon your head. It has no soul. It doesn't live. It certainly has no designs of its own. Its only importance lies in what it represents.”


  He sat down in his chair and perused the reports from the north again. The first to arrive had been a small piece of parchment, sent by carrier pigeon.


  When he was told a message from Lorseth had arrived, he had been so nervous that he had found it almost impossible to open the little capsule. After he had read the first sentence he had let out a long sigh of relief.


  A has executed D at Elmshill. No body. S a scam according to M prince, captured by A. Preparations for war continue.


  He had been right. Gerrubald, his friend Gerri, had been planning to murder his son. Damydas had played a game with him and the entire kingdom. It was Damydas, after his return from his stay with the Mukthars who had told him about the Oath of Sherashty. He remembered consulting his advisory council, consisting of trusted friends, generals, a few Black Shield captains, two rich merchants, an historian, the Lord Mayor of Ormidon and a famous poet. Their advise had been almost unanimous. Take no risks. Even then the ominous shadow of Lorsanthia had loomed over Ximerion, though the danger had been less acute.


  Just how enormous the betrayal of Damydas had been became apparent only after he received a long report from young Rullio of Brenx. His source in the immediate circle of Anaxantis had written a similar, though less detailed report. That was to be expected. Brenx had been there. His informer had only heard of what happened after the facts.


  There were a few small, but irksome things that kept tugging at his mind. Brenx had written that the news about the Oath of Sherashty had almost devastated his son, but that he had recovered quickly and dismissed the whole threat as insignificant. That was before the Mukthar prince had revealed the true nature of the Oath. What did Anaxantis know that his father didn't?


  Then there was the incident just before his son had ordered the traitor to be hanged. Damydas had been on the verge of revealing something important about the Mukthar prince, but he had been silenced before he got the chance. Brenx had mentioned some words in Muktharesh had been interchanged between the barbarian prince and the baron. However, as Brenx had stood too far off, he hadn't been able to hear them clearly.


  So there was a bit of a problem. Damydas was a traitor. There was no doubt about that. Not only had the traitorous villain enriched himself by his scheme, but he had also plotted to overthrow the Tanahkos dynasty. It was only right and fitting that a Tanahkos prince had hanged him. A Tanahkos king would now investigate his House. Very thoroughly. Follow the money, his father, the old scoundrel, had always told him, and that was exactly what he was planning to do.


  He frowned.


  “We don't know each other, my son and I, and yet we make an excellent team.”


  The fact that Damydas had proven to be a traitor, didn't mean that the Mukthar princeling was telling the truth however. His instincts told him that the young barbarian had his own agenda, and the Gods only knew what that was. Damydas had been a traitor, but that didn't mean that the Oath of Sherashty was a complete myth. Besides, why had the Mukthar prince ordered the baron silenced? What was Damydas about to reveal when he got that dagger through his chin?


  He smiled wryly, thinking about the last report. Poor Dem. As usual he was completely in the dark. He knew nothing at all about the border incident.


  “My poor friend. I'm afraid I'm not going to tell you either. You have your orders and I won't change them. Of course my son will find a way around them. Let him. If he fails he will have overstepped his authority and disobeyed his king. If he remains master of the situation the secret charter will disappear and never be mentioned again.”


  He stood up, went up to the wall, and gave a short tug at one of the cords that hung there. Moments later Dennick, his man servant, confidant, and acting secretary, entered noiselessly.


  “You rang, sire?”


  “Dennick, take note. I want two investigations to be held. The first and most important is an inquiry into the state and provenance of the finances of the House of Damydas. I want to know everything about every last sarth that landed in their coffers the last fifteen years. I want a team of the Royal Treasury, accompanied by forty soldiers, to go to the barony and impound everything that could have a bearing on the investigation. Oh, add to that a Master Executioner and, eh, four, five assistants. If need be they can put that whole family to the question.”


  “Torture, sire? They're nobles…”


  “I don't care. I will get to the bottom of this.”


  “Very well, sire.”


  “The Black Shields are not to be involved in the investigation into what happened to Baron Damydas. I will appoint two captains of the Royal Guard to the task. Let's see… Dornu Chondamm and Vill Umbreck.”


  “Chondamm is sixty three, stubborn and not too bright. Umbreck is twenty nine and a bit of a loner. They hate each other.”


  “I know. They're the perfect team.”


  Dennick raised his eyebrows.


  “I see… In that case it is probably best they start at the very, very beginning, before… eh, venturing too far in the field. Might I suggest your majesty impresses upon them the absolute priority of thoroughness over swiftness.”


  “Yes, as long as that thoroughness doesn't translate into unnecessary tenacity.”


  “Ah, yes. Don't dig too fast, don't dig too deep. Just let people see you're digging.”


  “Exactly. I want a fat report out of them.”


  “A fat report that can be studied by a commission of specialists.”


  “Yes. Who in due time can advise me as to what might have happened.”


  Tenaxos seemed to be thinking. Dennick waited patiently.


  “Third,” he said finally. “Is the county of Aldemon still free?”


  “Certainly. The last count of Aldemon died two years ago without heirs. There were distant relatives who tried to claim the title and the lands, but in the end the demesne reverted to the Crown.”


  “Prepare letters patent. I want to create Rullio of Brenx count Brenx-Aldemon.”


  “Isn't the main branch of the House of Brenx of baronial rank? You're elevating a younger son above his father, and later his eldest brother.”


  “What of it? Service to the Crown and all that. Just copy something out of earlier elevations. Don't use documents of the time of the breaking up of the old Great Houses under my father. Take some letters patent issued by the dynasty of Chaldarina as inspiration. They ennobled as if there was no tomorrow. A fat lot of good it did them.”


  “Shall I inform the count of Brenx-Aldemon of his elevation?”


  “No, I will do that myself.”


  Tenaxos glanced out of the corner of his eyes at the Devil's Crown.


  “Nonsense,” he thought again.


  


  [image: ]



  “Don't forget, Bortram,” Obyann said as he was about to leave, “wear your clean clothes. It's an official banquet and I read in the general directions that His Highness wants us all on our best behavior and in our best clothes. I've laid them out for you on your bed. And really, how you managed to make a tear in that new shirt is beyond me.”


  “Yeah, well, they used to be of better quality, didn't they? Wait a moment… read? You can't read, just like me.”


  “Oh, I'm sorry, I forgot for a moment there that you still can't read. You should learn, you know. One day, I'm sure you will own a farm. They will rob you blind if you can't read.”


  “What? Since when does a farmer need to know how to read? There's specialized people for reading and writing.”


  “No, no, it's much better if you're able to do it yourself. So as to keep an eye on things, you see?”


  “And from who would you have learned how to read?”


  “From Rahendo, one of the little weirdos Landemere insists on keeping in our barrack. The other one is teaching me trimmytrick.


  “What?”


  “Fancy name for counting.”


  “How did you get them to do that?”


  “Simple. They wanted to stay and Landemere wanted them to stay as well. So I said to them that I wouldn't tolerate freeloaders in the barrack. No, sir. I told them I needed to learn to read and count, and that they were going to teach me, or they could pack their bags. They didn't like it one bit of course, but I wasn't budging. Not me. Eventually they had to give in. It was that or back to the bullies' barrack.”


  “You're a tough one,” Bortram said, impressed.


  Obyann shrugged.


  “Learned that from my father. We have to be, you know, or the peasants would do nothing all day. Besides, I like to run a nice, orderly barrack.”


  Bortram nodded admiringly.


  “I've got to run, Bortram. See you this evening at the banquet.”


  



  When Obyann came into their barrack his three friends were sitting at the table. They were obviously discussing the coming war. Again.


  “Oh no,” Ryhunzo said, shaking his curls, “I heard some guys in the Hole say that His Highness wants to drive the Mukthars all over the river Mirax. Don't forget, that will be real Mukthars, not the domesticated kind we have running around here.”


  “They're rather nice, in a dangerous looking kind of way,” Rahendo said. He shivered. “Don't you think so, Pookie?”


  “That may be so, my Only Port in a Storm, but I'm afraid it's not so much the Mukthars we have to fear—”


  “Do you really have to sit on each other instead of upon the chairs?” Obyann interrupted.


  “He's soft, my Pookie,” Rahendo said, throwing his arm around Ryhunzo's neck. “And warm.”


  Obyann snorted.


  “As I was saying, Obe my man,” Ryhunzo continued, “a far more dangerous enemy than the Mukthars will threaten us.”


  “And who might that be?” Arranulf asked, feigning interest.


  “Not who. What. We'll have to fight the river Mirax itself. The guys at the Hole said it is a terribly wild, boiling stream, and we'll have to chase the Mukthars over it.”


  “We'll get wet,” Rahendo said, with a faint undertone of revulsion.


  “That's the least you can say, my Dewdrop on a Morning Flower. We'll be standing waist deep in a furiously raging stream, fighting the barbarians while trying to stay upright. You, of course, will lose your footing and be torn away from me by the current, desperately seeking for something to hold on to, but you will unavoidably be dragged down to the bottom. However, I, without the least hesitation, will dive into the tempestuous waters to come and rescue you, courageously wrestling against the seething waves, only to finally manage grabbing your by then lifeless body from the muddied bottom of the savage stream. Overcome by grief, but tenaciously clinging to your marble white, cold remains, howling piteously in my despair and trying insistently, but ultimately in vain, to give you the kiss of life, although knowing that by then you are beyond my reach, the unforgiving current will grab me as well, and embracing you with all that is in me, clinging on to your precious but lifeless body, I too will find a by then welcome watery grave in the turbulent flood. Yes, welcome, for without you I will have lost all will to fight and every desire to live on. Our intertwined bodies will strand, still clasping each other firmly as a testimony to our undying love, days later, far, far away, on the sandy banks of the indifferent river that murdered us so pitilessly, where none of our bitterly mourning friends will find us, and some wandering passers by will eventually bury us together, I guess, being unable to part us, even in death. On our grave they will put a stone and in crude letters they will engrave ‘We don't know who they were. We only know they loved each other’ on it, or something to that effect.”


  “Oh, Pookie, how horrible,” a shocked Rahendo gasped. “Couldn't we live for some time before all the drowning and stuff? Like seventy years.”


  “Alas, my Epitome of Tenderness, no.”


  He stared with hazy eyes into the distance.


  “It will be awesome,” he said, and he sighed dreamily.


  Obyann rolled his eyes. Arranulf chuckled softly. Rahendo adjusted a stray curl on his lover's head.


  “May I remind you,” Obyann said to Ryhunzo, “that before these dramatic events take place we are on duty at the banquet. It's time to get ready.”


  They both went to their room.


  “You too, Landemere. I'll see to the guys that are serving the food and drinks, you just stand in the great hall and do what you do best: look impressive. Once in a while you might even see to it that the attending pages are behaving. Think you can manage that?”


  “I'll give it my best shot, Ramaldah.”


  A few minutes later a door opened and Ryhunzo emerged.


  “And he's naked again,” Obyann cried out. “What is it with these guys? Are they afraid of clothes?”


  “Well, to be fair, he is wearing his pants,” Arranulf laughed.


  “Yes, over his arm, you blistering idiot.”


  “Obe, my man,” Ryhunzo said, totally indifferent to the references to his nakedness, “I seem to have a burst seam here. They're my favorite pants and they tell me you're a veritable wizard with needle and thread…”


  He looked pleadingly.


  “Give them to me,” Obyann gave in gruffly.


  “Splendid, just splendid.”


  “In heaven's name go put something on. Nobody wants to see that skinny body of yours.”


  “My Shelter in a Nightly Blizzard does. In fact, every time we—”


  “I don't want to hear it. Go away.”


  “Thanks Obe,” Ryhunzo said.


  



  Obyann was mending Ryhunzo's pants, with his tongue slightly out of his mouth and a deep frown on his brow.


  “One day I'm going to solve this greatest of all riddles of the universe,” he said.


  “Being?” Arranulf asked.


  “How they manage to wear out their clothes so fast. They hardly put them on.”


  “With eight sons, I'm sure you'll solve the mystery eventually,” Arranulf said. “One day you're going to make a lucky guy very happy, what with all your household skills, Mother Ramaldah,” he added, watching Obyann work.


  “One day, very soon, I'm going to make a lucky undertaker very happy, when I tell him a certain duke unexpectedly needs an expensive burial, because I just strangled him.”


  Arranulf laughed out loud, then yelped when Obyann stabbed the needle in his calf.


  “It was so worth it,” he said, limping away. “I'm going to put my dress uniform on.”


  



  When finally everybody was ready, Obyann inspected them. Arranulf's attire was impeccable of course. Rahendo's mantle hung slightly askew. He straightened it. He also wiped a mutinous curl out of Ryhunzo's face. It fell promptly back to it's initial position.


  “Now, guys,” he said to the two youngest, his fists planted in his sides, “remember: what are you?”


  “Boys,” they replied in unison, “we're boys.”


  “Yes, you are,” Obyann said, “and don't you forget it.”


  Snickering, they walked to the door. Obyann rolled his eyes.
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  The Great Hall was filled to capacity. At the far end, on a low dais, was the table for the lord governor and his guests of honor and close friends. Two rows of tables, left and right, were occupied by the other invitees. There were chairs with high backs for the two princes. The rest sat on benches.


  The wall had been hung with tapestries and standards, the lord governor's being the most prominent.


  A little band of musicians was playing wild, rousing Amirathan folk dances. They had to make an effort to make themselves heard above the buzz of the animated conversation. The notables of Lorseth Market, mostly farmers and small merchants, and the village notary, had looked around uneasily at first, but as soon as some tidbits to nibble on were served, accompanied by copious measures of undiluted wine they began to feel at home.


  Anaxantis looked around satisfied. The banquet was obviously going to be a success. Timishi seemed not so sure. He clearly felt a bit out of place. As comfortable and self-assured as he was in smaller groups, now he seemed intimidated by this gathering of Lorseth's finest.


  Left of Anaxantis sat Hemarchidas, and Rodomesh, who was supposed to sit to the right of Timishi, had shoved him aside and with a wide grin had moved in between him and the lord governor.


  “Just keep looking before you,” he had greeted the Cheridonian, “I don't want to lose my appetite by having to see your ugly face.”


  Hemarchidas bit his tongue.


  Lorcko served the princes with plates of vegetables and meats. Once he was finished the other pages began serving the rest of the guests.


  “Well, that looks nice,” Anaxantis said.


  “Yes, they've gone overboard with the decoration,” Timishi replied, pointing at the raw vegetables on his plate.


  “That is a salad. It's good for you.”


  “If you're a rabbit, I'm sure it is,” Timishi grinned. “What's this?”


  He held up a two pronged fork.


  “Ah, yes, we use that like this.” He pricked his fork in a piece of meat. “Now I can cut off a piece and bring it to my mouth, see?”


  “What nonsense,” Timishi said, waiving his ten fingers in Anaxantis's face. “Why did the Gods give us those, you think?”


  “Using a fork they don't get greasy.”


  “Isn't there water enough to wash them?”


  “Hm… please, suit yourself.”


  The Mukthar prince shoved the vegetables from his plate onto the table, took a few loaves of bread and placed them in the freed up place, so they could absorb the juices. Then he enthusiastically tore a large piece of meat from a turkey chest and began happily munching away.


  “Wine, your highnesses?” Lorcko asked discreetly.


  Timishi grumbled something affirmative and pointed to his cup.


  “Watered down for me, please, Lorcko,” Anaxantis said.


  “Of course, My Lord,” the page answered pleasantly, as if he regularly served at banquets.


  While he bent slightly over to fill the prince's cup, Anaxantis smelled a faint odor of lilacs, coming from Lorcko's lush hair.


  “This isn't going well,” Rodomesh thought. “Timishi wants to challenge the Ximerionian to the mravinshinohr at the end of the evening, but if that wimp keeps drinking watered down wine he won't bite.”


  “Hey, you, with the black hair, can you bring me a pitcher of wine? These cups are awfully small,” he shouted at Lorcko.


  “In heaven's name,” Hemarchidas sighed, “you're not getting all drunk and handsy, are you?”


  “And wouldn't you just like that? I know you want nothing better than to have me incapacitated so you can have your lewd ways with me. No use denying it, I see right through you.”


  “Yeah, right,” Hemarchidas said, turning to Lethoras on his left side.


  Once Lorcko had brought the pitcher, Rodomesh filled his cup. When nobody was watching and Anaxantis was animatedly talking to Timishi, he surreptitiously poured half the content in the Ximerionian prince's cup.


  “That should loosen you up a little, especially if you're not used to undiluted wine.”


  



  Everything was going smoothly, Anaxantis saw, nipping from his cup. The wine was of a very good quality, with a nice round taste, even watered down. He began to feel pleasantly warm and relaxed. The guests seemed to have a good time.


  “What am I doing wrong, Anashantish,” Timishi asked glumly.


  “Huh?”


  “There,” Timishi said, pointing at the table where General Iramid of the Third Regiment and his officers sat.


  The general and his companions were having an exceptionally good time, Anaxantis noticed. The officers were laughing loudly after some whispered comment of their superior. It soon dawned on him what was happening. Iramid was making snide, rude remarks about Timishi's table manners to the merriment of his staff.


  “How dare he,” Anaxantis fumed silently. “How dare that obnoxious boor mock my guests at my own table?”


  “Yes, Father, way to go,” Lorcko, who stood behind the princes, ready to serve them more wine, thought. “No wonder the House of Iramid isn't going anywhere fast.”


  Anaxantis had half a mind to stand up and order the general and his officers to leave the Hall, just to make an example. Although slightly woolly-headed by now, he remembered in time that the whole purpose of the banquet was to relax the tension between military personnel and Mukthars. Giving a group of officers the boot because of his guests would be counter-productive.


  “Nothing, Timishi,” he replied. He smiled. “You did nothing wrong. Those are just some uneducated peasants who shouldn't be let loose in polite company.”


  He lay down his fork, and still smiling at the Mukthar prince, he took a chicken breast with both hands and put his teeth into it.


  Timishi grinned.


  “See, I told you those things are nothing but a bother when you really want to enjoy your food,” he said.


  By then the liberally flowing wine had made the banquet a whole lot less formal than when it started out. People were rearranging the seating arrangements to be able to sit with friends they preferred, and they had started walking around to greet acquaintances and have a word with them. Nobody paid any attention when Hemarchidas stood up and walked over to Anaxantis.


  “What are you doing?” he whispered in his ear. “Going Mukthar on us?”


  Anaxantis turned left, his face away from Timishi.


  “It's Iramid and his officers,” he whispered back. “They're mocking Timishi and his friends because they don't know how to use a fork.”


  Hemarchidas nodded and went back to his place. He as well took a piece of meat with both his hands from his plate. He nudged Lethoras and explained what was happening.


  “Pass the message,” he concluded.


  Within five minutes everybody at the table of the princes was eating with their hands.


  



  The mayor of Lorseth Market, a farmer and a clever man, had seen what was happening. He had felt honored beyond words when he had received the invitation to attend the banquet. Never before a lord governor, let alone one of royal extraction, had paid the least attention to the mayor and councilors of the little town. A born politician, as well as a breeder of prize winning pigs, his ever inquisitive eyes had immediately seen what was happening at the officer's table and how the prince had reacted. When he saw the Ximerionians at the head table follow the example of the Mukthars, he knew what to do. A few succinct words in the ears of his colleagues was enough. Most of them preferred eating without an awkward implement like a fork anyway, just like they did at home.


  He was rewarded with a grateful smile when the lord governor saw what they were doing.


  It took another half hour, but eventually everybody was eating with their hands. The last to give in were the officers at Iramid's table. The general himself finally saw there was nothing for it but to comply. Which he did with ill grace, silently cursing, and trying not to get too much fat on his carefully groomed goatee.


  



  Anaxantis went over to the room where the food was prepared for serving.


  “Obyann,” he said, “the pages are performing brilliantly. Tell them I'm very pleased, will you?”


  Exactly at that moment one of the aforementioned squires fell down to the ground on his belly, landing in a plate of greasy ribs he had been carrying.


  “Damn you, Yarda, can't you even carry a plate in those fat butter fingers of yours? And did you have to show off your clumsiness just when His Highness is here?”


  Fraydir of Yarda stared back at him from the floor with open mouth.


  “And close that trap of yours, in heaven's name. As if this old Hall isn't drafty enough,” Obyann added.


  “The castle hasn't burned down, Obyann.” Anaxantis laughed. He turned to the unhappy page. “Accidents will happen, Fraydir, don't worry. Get yourself cleaned up in the kitchen and ask Arranulf to send some pages over to help clean up the mess.”


  Obyann snorted.


  “Thank the prince, you moron,” he barked at Fraydir who was trying to get up.


  “Oh, never mind,” Anaxantis said. “What I came to tell you: I've asked the cook to prepare enough for you guys too. Most of the people have had their fill I see, so we will only need drinks from now on — barring the occasional glutton — before the sweets are served. You can divide your guys up in groups of ten and take turns to go to the kitchen and eat yourselves. Renda will be waiting for you.”


  “Most generous of you, Your Highness,” Obyann grumbled.


  “Well, enjoy your meal.”


  



  Rodomesh had taken advantage of Anaxantis's absence to fill up his cup once more with undiluted wine.


  “It's stacking the deck a bit, but prince Wuss would have lost the mravinshinohr anyway,” he mused silently. “So, actually, it makes no difference. It'll only make him feel good about himself and confident enough to accept the challenge. If my nagàrouwin manages to win three times, our future will look a whole lot better. Hm, maybe I should challenge the big, ugly Ximerionian. He's strong, but I bet I'm a lot faster. I wonder what he looks like…”


  As time was passing the conversation became louder, and the little band that played music couldn't almost make itself heard above the noise. Anaxantis looked around. The banquet was a great success, he decided, and the Hall looked, although a bit hazy, warm and inviting. Everybody seemed to get along with everybody else. Yes, he felt really good about himself, life and the universe in general. He nipped again from his cup, shrugged and drank deep. It was not as if there was a successful banquet every week, after all. He signaled Lorcko.


  “I think I'm going to try the undiluted wine for a change, Lorcko. Just the one cup, please.”


  “Of course, My Lord,” Lorcko answered, filling him up out of the appropriate jug.


  



  Around midnight most of the guest began to leave. First to go were Iramid and his officers, but soon after the others started to depart in droves as well.


  Hemarchidas had looked at Anaxantis with some suspicion. He had seen him empty his wine in one, long draught. The Cheridonian knew that his friend wasn't used to drinking much, but he didn't know what to say exactly. He could hear Anaxantis respond “Oh, Hemarchidas, don't fuss.” Then there was the red headed Mukthar who had laid one of his greasy mits on his knees. Civility had its limits, yet he didn't want to do anything that could mar the pleasant ambiance of the evening.


  Timishi looked at Anaxantis from under his eyelashes, his head slightly tilted down.


  “If I didn't know you better, Mukthar, I would say you are blushing. Yes, you are. Yes, you are,” Anaxantis said, waving his wine cup, feeling on top of the world.


  “That is maybe because I was thinking of challenging you to a game,” Timishi answered in an unusually subdued tone.


  “Ooh, games. I love games. I'm good at games,” Anaxantis crowed. “What's the game called?”


  “The mravinshinohr.”


  “The marivi… mvari… what? What?”


  “It loosely translates to ‘love fight’. But maybe we shouldn't. It's late.”


  “Bollocks. It's still early. You're afraid I will beat you, aren't you? Yes, you are. Yes, you are.”


  Anaxantis felt an almost irrepressible urge to giggle.


  “Just, so you understand: the winner owns the loser till sunrise. And maybe it's not fair, after all, I know the game and you don't.”


  “Bollocks, I say. Bol. Ol. Ollol. Ocks. Bollollocks. You're just trying to worm out of it because you realize you can't win from me.”


  “Well, if you insist… But we'll need some privacy. It's a game for strictly two people. Could we go to your chambers?”


  Anaxantis frowned.


  “Oh, I don't know, we wouldn't exactly be alone, you know.”


  “Ah, you have a man servant there?”


  “Oh, I wouldn't call Tarno exactly a man servant—”


  “Tarno?”, Timishi said. “See, you call us barbarians, but no Mukthar mother would ever call her son Dog. We give our children proper names. By the hairy pits of Shardosh, we give our dogs proper names, like Gnasher or Killer, names they can be proud of.”


  Anaxantis flushed.


  “Oh, his mother didn't call him that. It's more of a nickname. Kind of a joke. And you know ancient Baltoc?”


  “There you go again, supposing we know nothing because you know nothing,” Timishi replied irritated. “And by the way, if you call that a joke, it is one in very poor taste.”


  Anaxantis leaned, somewhat unsteadily over.


  “Oh, Timishi, I'm so sowwy… sorry… I didn't mean to hurl youl… hurt your feelings.”


  Timishi grinned.


  “You're very cute when you grin,” Anaxantis snickered.


  “Mukthars aren't cute. Never,” Timishi replied curtly. But he kept grinning.


  “Ooh, I know… Let's go to your apartments. I warn you though: I'm amazing with dice.”


  “There are no dice.”


  Anaxantis put a finger to his lips, nodding his head at Hemarchidas who was busy trying to keep Rodomesh at bay.


  “Shhht,” he lisped, taking a full jug out of Lorcko's hand. “Thank you very much, kind sir. Timishi, you bring the cups.”


  Lorcko shrank back when the prince lisped “Shht” once more in a haze of wine fumes.


  “He's going to have such a hangover tomorrow. Strange, I served him only the one cup of undiluted wine.”


  Except Lorcko, neither the guests who were saying their goodbyes, nor the pages who were trying to clean the worst of the debris of the banquet, noticed the two princes leaving together.
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  “So what was this game called again?” Anaxantis asked, looking around the room that seemed nothing the worse for being inhabited by a Mukthar prince.


  “Mravinshinohr. The love fight.”


  “How is it played?”


  “Simple. The first to give in loses.”


  “Ah, yes, simple, I see.” But he didn't. “What's the prize. There's got to be a prize. Don't tell me there is no prize. I love prizes.”


  “Yes, yes, there is a prize. The winner gets serviced by the loser, then he gets to plant his flag and make his mark. He owns the loser till sunrise.”


  “That's a strange prize,” Anaxantis said, frowning.


  “Now strip to your underwear.”


  “Huh?”


  “Strip. To your underwear.”


  “Oh, is it a game with clay or paint and we don't want to get our clothes dirty?”


  “Something like that, yes,” the Mukthar prince grinned, taking off his shirt. “But without the clay or paint.”


  Leaning against the table Anaxantis followed his example. When he was standing in his underwear, Timishi, only wearing a loincloth, laughed out loud.


  “What are those ridiculous things?”


  “What? These? Underpants, of course. They're comfy and snug.”


  “Well, they look ridiculous. Pants with the legs cut off. Never seen anything like it.”


  “Ridiculous? As opposed to how distinguished you look in your diapers?”


  “Diapers? My loincloth? I'll have you know this is perfectly normal Mukthar underwear. Of the best quality no less. I'll have you servicing me till you faint for this, Ximerionian.”


  “He looks soft,” Timishi thought, “pleasing to the eye but soft. Those golden hairs on their own are enough to drive you mad and those eyes… It's as if he asks to be possessed. It's not as if he has no muscles. There is a certain stringy quality to him. But I can take him.”


  “What are we playing again?” Anaxantis asked.


  “The love fight. I've told you a million times already.”


  “How quaint. How adorable,” the Ximerionian prince thought, and he smiled. “I bet they call a banquet ‘the food battle.’ Must have something to do with that warlike streak that runs through the whole of their cul—”


  “What the fuck,” he exclaimed involuntarily as Timishi flew at him, grabbed him by the middle and threw him to the floor.


  “You're going down, Ximerionian,” Timishi panted triumphantly.


  “The love fight is a real fight,” Anaxantis thought, panicking.


  Then the long lessons in the woods, the many times Bortram had smacked him down, kicked in. Half drunk as he was, he managed to press one knee forcefully in his opponent's groin. The merest relaxation of the hold the Mukthar had on him was enough for Anaxantis to slip out from under him.


  He managed to crawl upright, only to see Timishi lunge at him again. There was just enough time for him to grab the Mukthar by the shoulders and drag him along while he let himself fall backward. He planted his right foot in Timishi's belly, forcing all air out of the Mukthar's lungs and made him fly in a wide arc above him. The Mukthar prince landed painfully, hitting his head against the foot end of his bed. Before he had a chance to turn around, Anaxantis was sitting on his back, forcing both his arms backwards.


  Timishi wrestled with all his might to get free of his opponent, and it seemed at first it wouldn't take him long to succeed.


  “Lie still, Mukthar, or by all the Gods, I'll dislocate both your arms.”


  Timishi groaned painfully as he felt his arms being pulled backwards in a totally unnatural way.


  “See, my Mukthar friend, the shoulders are wonderfully constructed,” Anaxantis snickered. ”Yes, they are. Yes, they are. They have these things called tendons. They keep everything, bones, muscles, kind of together. And once when you stretch them out too much, they never regain their elasticity again. No, they don't. No, they don't. And that's too bad, because, you see, without them keeping everything together as they should, your poor, poor arms will dislocate spontaneously when you try to lift something heavy. Like, let's say, a sword. You'll be the Mukthar who can't hold a sword. You'll be the Mukthar who won't be able to engage in battle. You'll be the useless Mukthar.”


  Giggling he put some more pressure upon Timishi's arms.


  “Be very, very careful how you move Mukthar. Better to lie completely still. So, let me think. How did this game end again. No, don't tell me. Ah, I remember…”


  He snickered again.


  “Are you giving in?” he whispered in Timishi's ear.


  “Like Muroshtill, I am,” the Mukthar prince groaned, balking at Anaxantis wine infused breath.


  He tried again to wrestle himself out of the Ximerionian's grasp, but had to give up as the only result was that he threatened to dislocate his shoulders himself.


  “Ha,” his opponent said, and he sighed. “Too bad. I guess I'll have to go through with it.”


  He yanked both arms nearer to each other, putting an enormous strain on muscles and tendons. Timishi couldn't suppress a painful cry.


  “All right, all right,” he shouted in anguish.


  “All right what?” Anaxantis asked, tittering.


  “I give in,” Timishi said softly, almost inaudibly.


  “What did you say? So sorry, didn't understand a word.” He put some more pressure on the arms.


  “Cut it out. I give in,” the Mukthar prince shouted this time.


  “Let me see if I recall correctly. Does that mean that I've won?”


  “Yes, yes, it does. Release my arms.”


  “It means what exactly?”


  “You won,” the Mukthar shouted in pain.


  “And you?”


  “I lost, I lost, OK?”


  “Not so fast. So I get the prize?”


  “Yes, yes, you get the prize, let go already.”


  Anaxantis let go, lost his balance and tumbled off the Mukthar prince. He crawled back upright, giggling.


  “Now, wasn't that fun?” he said. “I love Mukthar games.”


  Timishi rolled his shoulders to check if everything was still in working order and then started kneading them, one after the other.


  “Drop those silly things,” he grumbled after he was satisfied his shoulders were still serviceable.


  He sat up on his knees.


  “My underpants? Whatever for? I won this thing, didn't I?”


  “Yes, and how do you want me to service you if you don't drop those pants? However, I warn you. It won't be good. I've no experience whatsoever because I never lost the mravinshinohr before.”


  Anaxantis stood before the kneeling Mukthar, meaning to help him up.


  “I still don't understand why I should—”


  “Never mind, I'll do it myself,” Timishi said, pulling the victor's underpants off.


  “Hey,” Anaxantis protested. “Oh,” he added, when the Mukthar prince took his member in his mouth. “Oh… that's what you meant by servicing.” He laughed softly.


  “Aw, aw, teeth, teeth, no teeth,” he hissed suddenly.


  “Sowwy,” Timishi, mumbled with his mouth full. “Towd you it wouldn't je jood.”


  He set diligently to work, while Anaxantis leaned with both hands on his head. The inexperience of the Mukthar was all too real and proved to be painful.


  “OK,” the Ximerionian said after a very short while, “that's enough of that. Thank you.”


  “Sure. I guess you'll be wanting to plant your flag,” the Mukthar answered resignedly, standing up.


  He turned his back to Anaxantis, who didn't know what exactly was expected of him.


  “What are you waiting for? Pull it off.”


  “What?”


  “My loincloth, of course, what else?”


  “Oh, yeah, right,” Anaxantis snickered, grabbing one of the flaps at the side.


  With one swift movement he tore the garment off the Mukthar, who went to the bed and lay down on his belly, legs spread, fists balled beside his head, buried in the cushion.


  “Go, ahead, do your worst,” Timishi said, his voice muffled.


  “Oh boy, will you look at that,” Anaxantis thought excitedly, still in a drunken haze. “Look at those long legs with the muscles running up all to his… cute, muscular ass. Oh, and that back. Oh, and that long silken hair.”


  When he felt Anaxantis lowering himself upon the bed, Timishi held his breath, preparing himself to be entered forcefully and painfully, exactly as he would have done himself if he had won the mravinshinohr. To his surprise the Ximerionian prince lay down beside him on his back.


  “Make room,” he said.


  “But why? You're supposed to mount me. Do you Ximerionians know nothing at all? Don't you even know how to plant your flag?” he asked exasperated. “And don't mock me,” he added when he heard Anaxantis laugh.


  “Sorry about that. But I want you to impale yourself, eh, to plant yourself over my, eh, flag.”


  “That is not how it's done,” Timishi said indignantly.


  “That is how I say we will do this,” Anaxantis snickered. “You're mine till sunrise. It's easy, I'll keep myself upright and you just slide over.”


  He held his member up with both hands. Reluctantly Timishi sat astride him and slowly, very slowly, seeking the exact position for his entrance, let himself sink down just a fraction of an inch.


  “Ooh, that feels nice,” Anaxantis said appreciatively.


  “It's not supposed to feel nice, you degenerate, and on this side it doesn't.”


  “Ah, but that's because you lost. It makes all the difference. Better part your, eh, cheeks with your hands, to give my flag some room.”


  “That's very undignified,” Timishi complained, but he complied.


  “Oh… lookie there,” Anaxantis cooed enthusiastically when his eyes fell on the Mukthar's member. “What a cute little dick.”


  “Don't look at my manhood, you dirty pervert, you… you… you Ximerionian,” the Mukthar prince said horrified.


  “Oh, but I have to, Timishi, it's calling me with it's cute, little cocky voice. It wants me to grab it.”


  “No, it doesn't, and it isn't cute and it most certainly isn't little.”


  “Hi, sir Cute Dick,” Anaxantis said, ignoring Timishi and fondling his cock. “I won the mravinithinghy and now you are mine to play with till sunrise. Yes, you are. Yes, you are.”


  “Cut that out. That is disgusting. You're supposed to plant your flag and make your mark in me and that's it.”


  Anaxantis raised his hips. Timishi yelped in pain.


  “The planting is to your liking, yes?” he giggled.


  “Do you have to do that,” Timishi groaned painfully.


  “Yezzz, every time you're bad, I have to do that.” He laughed softly. “Please take a seat, my prince, or the seat will take you.”


  Timishi let himself sink an inch deeper, trying not to show the pain on his face.


  “Deeper,” Anaxantis urged him on. “Mukthar honor demands it, I think. But take all the time you need while I get better acquainted with sir Cutie Cock.”


  The insistent fondling had made the Mukthar prince rock hard. Timishi looked down and was horrified to notice that Anaxantis's hands on his member felt… nice and exciting. Then he noticed one hand going rhythmically up and down his shaft.


  “No, stop that, you're not going to make me…” he cried in desperation. “Ouch,” he yelped when he felt Anaxantis's member enter at least two inches deeper.


  “Sir Long-and-Hard wants you to be quiet,” the Ximerionian prince guffawed.


  “You're a depraved animal,” Timishi sighed, sweat running from his brow.


  “Grrrr,” Anaxantis answered.


  Very slowly Timishi sank yet another inch down.


  “This is taking far too long,” Anaxantis said suddenly, and he raised his hips as high as he could.


  Timishi gasped and had to support himself by putting both hands on Anaxantis's belly.


  “What now?” the Ximerionian said.


  “You make your mark. In me. Do you know nothing at all?”


  “Oh, right. I forgot.” Letting go of his toy, he put his hands beside him. “I'm coming up,” he panted, “and you're going down.”


  “What, what?” Timishi panicked. “No, don't do that. Don't do that. Don't—”


  But it was too late. Anaxantis had managed to raise himself in a kneeling position, while simultaneously pushing the Mukthar down without leaving him.


  “Raise your legs, so I can fuck you until I fill you up,” he smiled.


  “That's not what it's called. It's called planting your flag and making your mark, you vile beast. And no.”


  “And yes,” Anaxantis replied, grabbing the Mukthar's ankles and forcing them upright, then down again in the direction of their owner's head. “Just making the access a bit easier,” he panted from the exertion.


  “It's unseemly,” the Mukthar complained with his ass in the air, just before his face grimaced when he felt Anaxantis move in him.


  “Oh, look sir Long-and-Hard has changed back into sir Cutie Dick, but now he has two ball shaped squires,” the Ximerionian prince laughed.


  “I told you not to look at my manhood, you unspeakable pervert,” Timishi groaned.


  Anaxantis put some more force into his pumping.


  “Argh, by Shardosh,” Timishi yelled.


  Several minutes later, sweat gushing from his face, Anaxantis made his mark in the Mukthar prince. Heaving he fell down upon Timishi's chest, who surprising himself, and against all his instincts caressed his hair.


  Just when he thought Anaxantis had fallen asleep, the Ximerionian raised his head and smiled.


  “Now you,” he announced, crawled down and started sucking the Mukthar's member.


  “No, no, you are not supposed to service me. You're doing it all wrong. You're doing everything wrong. You have been doing it all wrong from the word go,” Timishi yammered.


  “Very, well, how about this,” Anaxantis said, hoisting himself up and looming over Timishi's face.


  He grabbed the Mukthars dick with his right hand, while trying to kiss him.


  “Bwah, bwah, guys don't kiss. Has your depravity no limits? And you've been around my manhood with those lips. Bwah.”


  Anaxantis tittered.


  “You lost, Your Highness, and that means that until sunrise I'll stick whatever of mine in whatever of yours whenever it pleases me. Yes, I will. Yes, I will.”


  He lowered his lips again and this time forcefully introduced his tongue in Timishi's mouth. Playing hide and seek for awhile he then sucked the Mukthar's tongue in his own mouth. To his surprise Timishi seemed to have abandoned all resistance and started sucking back.


  “Not so hard,” Anaxantis smiled after having withdrawn his lips, “I need that thing. For speaking and things. Let me show you.”


  And again he dove in, smothering Timishi's panting, while with his right hand he began to—”
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  I warned you, Friend of Wolves, who they call the Hunter, that if you spent yourself I would end my tale for the evening.


  …


  No. Not yet. I want to look at you for a while. It has been a long time since…


  …


  Verial? You would be surprised.


  …


  Here, use this to clean yourself.


  …


  It was the wine, for the greater part. There was an attraction between them, for sure, but they were not exactly feelings of love. More of a deep sympathy. And of course he felt lonely without Ehandar, and Tarno couldn't fill that loneliness. Nevertheless, without the wine Anaxantis would never have acted upon those feelings. So, in fact, it was Rodomesh's doing. He meant well, I suppose.


  …


  Yes, there was the extra allure of carefree intimacy, and there was the heat of the moment as well.


  …


  No, that was never in danger. With the evaporating wine the lust dissolved as well. With the hangover came remorse. Love was all that remained.


  …


  Yes, but that's what dogs do. They wait upon the return of their master. They do not care where he has been, nor what he has done. They're just happy he is back and lay down at his feet, at ease and contended to no longer be without him.


  …


  That, Hunter, is in the nature of dogs, I gather.


  …


  Yes, of course you're welcome to come back. In six weeks. The price will still be the same.


  …


  Yes, that long. Unless you think the hour has grown too late for you to brave the snow and the hills. You could stay here. I would count it as but an interruption, so no price would be asked of you. Well, not the usual one, that is. I would continue tomorrow, right after midday. I have but the one bed.


  …


  No, my chair is out of bounds. So is the floor. Or everything else you would care to name. Except my bed.


  …


  Yes, Verial did agree.
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  Chapter 2


  The Price of Regret


  [image: ]



  “You have slept well, it seems, Wolves' Friend. Neither does it seem your experiences of this night were too much of an ordeal for you. The stool prepared you well.”


  …


  “I'm afraid so. After all you might want to stay this night as well. However, the knob will not be any bigger.”


  …


  “No, I didn't expect you would thank me. It's rather me who should be thanking you. It was most… agreeable. Considering your youth and lamentable inexperience. You made up for it in enthusiasm, I suppose. Which is strange, as you don't seem to cherish the memory of it now.”


  …


  “Regrets… Regrets are bootless. A vain trick of the mind. An impotent raging against what cannot be changed anyway. A distraction from the moment.”


  …


  “No, that is not what I'm saying. You learn from them, you thank them and then politely send them on their way as the unwelcome, uninvited, nagging guests they are. You take from them what you need. Then you forget they ever existed.”


  …


  “Anaxantis? Remember he was only seventeen at the time. In some societies that makes you a responsible adult for whom no excuses are made. In others…”


  …


  “Yes, but at the same time heavy burdens were laid upon his shoulders, and love comes in many shades and colors, Hunter, as you will learn one day. Sometimes love is a needy beggar. Sometimes a victorious conqueror. Or an indulgent friend. And who is going to decide which kind of love is the more precious?”


  …


  “It just wasn't as simple as all that, but I'll give you that mistakes were made. More were going to be made as well.”


  …


  “Then maybe I should continue the story. Since you seem to have done with your food, why don't you clear the table, undress and sit down over the stool?”


  


  [image: ]



  “I didn't expect you to be up already,” Hemarchidas said when he entered the war room.


  “Don't… don't shout,” Anaxantis answered, nursing his forehead with one hand.


  “What? I am not… Oh, I see. you have a hangover.”


  “A whopping big one too. I took a cold bath this morning, midday actually, and I am all sweaty again. One minute I feel warm, the next cold. My tongue feels as if it were made out of leather. My head hurts, my eyes hurt, my ears hurt. I swear, I'll never touch the stuff again.”


  “How is that possible? You only drink your wine watered down.”


  “Last night at the banquet, I don't know, I felt good and all fuzzy and I drank one cup of undiluted wine. I don't know what got into me.”


  “Only the one cup? You're certain?”


  “Of course, I'm certain. Ask Lorcko if you don't believe me.”


  “Oh, but I do believe you. That is, I believe you only drank one cup knowingly.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Anaxantis, one cup can't have this effect. Even if you're not used to drinking your wine pure.”


  “So?”


  “Isn't that obvious? Someone


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
      
    
  


  Andrew Ashling


  


  


  


  


  Thank you so much for reading. I hope you enjoyed this book.



  


  If for any reason at all you'd like to contact me, you can do so through the Contact form on my site, Ximerion (www.ximerion.com).I love feedback from readers, and I usually respond within twenty-four hours.


  On my site you will also find links to all my other books as well as links where you can buy them. At this moment they are available on


  


  
    
      	Amazoninkindle-format


      	AReinmobiandepub


      	Koboinepub


      	Barnes & Noble in epub


      	Apple's iStore in epub


      	my own site, Ximerion, in mobi and epub

    

  


  I have a blog on my site, 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.


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


  


  Thank you again,


  Andrew Ashling
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