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  Chapter 1


  When Doubt Creeps In
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  “Your secrets taste more watered down each time, but your food was excellent as usual, Mandigaill the Hunter. In spite of your protestations and glaring display of disgust you are here again.”


  …


  “Yes, I can see how you could find it difficult to decide which is the fallen prince. After all, you are ruled by your primitive emotions, your short memory, bad appraisal skills, and mediocre intelligence. All of which doesn't prevent you from being quick and arrogantly harsh in your unjustified judgment. And being annoyingly loud about it.”


  …


  “I've heard your weak reasoning and your manifestations of cheap indignation before, and even the first time they bored me beyond measure. But I'll grant you that all you say is very plausible, very credible, very reasonable and very logical. And very wrong.”


  …


  “We'll see soon enough. Now, undress and sit down on the stool.”


  …


  “Yes, that is the same stool. If the knob seems longer, that is because it is longer.”


  …


  “An inch or two, maybe more. Yes, and somewhat thicker, too.”


  …


  “No, don't worry. People are more flexible in more places than you would imagine. It is all a question of motivation. Do you want to hear the rest of the story?”


  …


  “Then slide yourself over it and sit down. Just… spread yourself.”
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  “This one is going to break hearts when he grows up,” he had heard one of the two women who cleaned his room say, giggling to the other.


  He hadn't exactly paid it much attention at the time, he was only five after all, but it had stuck in the back of his head nevertheless. Only a few years later, when he had looked in a mirror, it had struck him that his features were not only very regular, but extremely pleasing to the eye. He also began to notice that people treated him differently. Of course, by now he knew that his father was the most important man in the whole barony and that some of that importance rubbed off on him. But there seemed to be more involved than that.


  Still a few years later — he was eleven by now — he began to notice a strange quality in the looks people gave him when they thought he wasn't paying attention to them. At first it was difficult to place, but gradually it became clear to him that it was a mixture of reverence and desire. By now he had begun to compare himself with the few boys his father allowed him to have as friends, companions really, and he noticed that he was, not to put too fine a point on it, perfect. From his thick,shiny,raven black hair, over his face with the full eyebrows, the dark brown, languishing eyes, the perfectly formed nose, the sensual mouth and pearly teeth, over his hairless, delicately muscled chest, down to his generously sized member and muscular legs. Even his feet, usually not a man's best feature, were beautiful.


  More importantly, all this proved to be very useful. People would do little things for him, just to make him smile at them, and he began to experiment with asking for more, until he had perfected the art of combining a slight tilt of the head with a smile that promised heaven and eyes that radiated an inviting sensuality. It brought him time upon time the desired result.


  By thirteen he had seduced the man his father had hired to instruct him in Ancient Boltac. He had done it just to see if he could, and he had dropped him as soon as he was certain he could reduce a grown man to tears, simply by withholding his favors. The man decided to resign his post, just too late to prevent Lorcko from fucking his eleven year old son, as the teacher found out when he walked in on them. Lorcko had smiled his enchanting smile and soundlessly mouthed for the man to join them. Instead the teacher had run away with a horrible cry of disgust and despair. Lorcko had calmed the disturbed boy lying under him and finished fucking him till he came.


  



  He soon made another discovery. He was undeniably smarter, a lot smarter, than all the other boys his age and even most grown-ups. He began to read voraciously, and all that he read he absorbed like a sponge. It was not only that he could almost reproduceverbatimwhat he had taken in, but he also understood its deeper meaning.


  By fourteen he had taken stock of his position in life, and he was more than satisfied with the conclusions he came to. He was extremely intelligent, irresistibly handsome, very rich, and he belonged to the ruling class of the country. This was a very promising start in life, he decided, and it would be a shame if he didn't exploit this merging of fortuities through lack of ambition.


  There were a few snags here and there, but that was only to be expected. His father didn't lack the drive to try to aggrandize his House, but he definitely hadn't the necessary intelligence nor the required wisdom. What he had however was the money, for the time being. A situation, he mused, that should correct itself over time. He could only hope his father wouldn't have the luck to have his lack of brains be compensated by longevity. As he was an only child and his charms, minus the sexual component, seemed to work equally well on his parents, his future seemed, well… golden was definitely the word.


  Another nettlesome problem lay in the fact that the family was of relatively recent nobility and had only reached the status of baronetcy. This wouldn't do. Not at all. He estimated that he was at least worth a duchy, say a peer of the realm. From then on, who knew? His extensive reading had taught him that the reigning Tanahkos dynasty was very recent on the throne. In fact, the current monarch wasn't even born a prince. What had happened less than forty years ago could very well happen again.


  When his father announced that he had procured him a place as page at Prince Anaxantis's court, high up in the North, he had looked with genuine admiration at his sire. For once the old man had managed to bring home the bacon. He saw the possibilities immediately. Prince Anaxantis was the youngest of the potential heirs, but rumor had it that he had already eliminated one of his brothers. A kindred spirit. While the army in the south was on the defensive and played the waiting game, the prince had a far more aggressive strategy. He had heard with envy the news of how he had subdued the duchy of Landemere. This was most certainly someone to keep an eye on.


  Interestingly enough, more vague rumors indicated that His Highness was not impervious to manly charms, of which, as chance would have it, he had an abundant supply, and he had no moral qualms whatsoever dispensing them liberally if the occasion called for it. That the prince himself had somewhat of a reputation for being handsome and was barely two years older would make the task even less onerous.


  On the whole, Lorcko of Iramid, only son and heir of Volcko, baron of Iramid, general of the Third Regiment of the Army of the North, was all too willing, excited even, to join his father at the encampment at Lorseth.
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  Commander Demrac Tarngord looked around, feeling satisfied, at the hustle and bustle that was going on, as he rode his horse at a slow walk. He had gone on an inspection tour of the new barracks around Lorseth, accompanied by a small retinue of staff officers.


  He had to admit that the young man knew what he was doing. The army was growing at a rapid pace. Not far from the encampment, the Landemere Contingent was building new barracks and stables. Already more than eight hundred light infantrymen out of the planned two thousand had arrived, together with three hundred horsemen. Soon the same would be happening on an even greater scale on a terrain further down the road. The recruitment of the Amirathan Militia was firmly underway, witness the hordes of people that were coming and going from and to Lorseth Castle. Master Parmingh had found it necessary to go on a recruiting spree himself to bring his administration up to par.


  “I'm almost sorry for him. He's really doing a good job. It's a pity that Tenax hasn't taken him in his confidence and made him see that there are higher issues involved, that there are good reasons why we mustn't provoke the barbarians at this particular point in time. Tenax knows what he's doing, I suppose. Yet, does he fully realize how energetic, how crafty his youngest offspring can be? I wonder…”


  



  “Both the collection of the tribute and the recruitment are well underway,” Tomar said. “It's an enormous burden on the administration, but we'll manage.”


  “Good,” Anaxantis replied, with a slightly worried look on his face. “Don't forget, we have barely three months. By then we must have molded both the Landemere Contingent and the Amirathan Militia into a coherent fighting force.” He sighed. “Meanwhile I still have to visit Mirkadesh and see what's going on there. I don't buy their explanation that they are only just self supporting. It's too neat. Too convenient. And I have to see the Renuvian plains for myself. The strategically most important regions have to be charted. Advantageous battlegrounds have to be looked for. There's still so much to do.”


  They were sitting in the war room.


  He handed the reports with the latest figures about the Militia back to Tomar, who seemed to hesitate.


  “I don't want to rain on your parade,” he said eventually, “but aren't you forgetting something?”


  “Huh?” Anaxantis, whose thoughts were elsewhere, said.


  “The secret charter, Anaxantis. You act as if it didn't exist. But it does. You can collect an army of a hundred thousand men, but what will it avail you if you end up a second Whingomar?”


  Anaxantis laughed.


  “Oh, my friend, that really bugs you, doesn't it?”


  “Yes, it does,” Tomar said testily. “And your cavalier manner of ignoring the problem doesn't help.”


  “It's eating you alive that you don't know what I plan to do about it,” Anaxantis teased him.


  Tomar shifted in his seat.


  “To tell the truth, yes, it is.”


  “Okay. I can't tell you any specific details. You know me better than that. But I will try to set your mind at ease. Somewhat, at least. It goes without saying that even that is to be treated in the strictest confidence.”


  “Of course.”


  “Well then. What are the two elements that have to be present for taking the army out of my control?”


  “Tarngord has to show you his secret charter. That's it.”


  “Ah, exactly. So, the two elements are Commander Tarngord and the charter. What if, when the time is there, the charter would not be there anymore? Gone? Disappeared? Tarngord could rage, rant, and scream all he wants. Without the actual charter he is powerless.”


  “You're planning to have the charter stolen? Do you even know where it is?”


  Anaxantis looked at him with a mischievous sparkle in his eyes.


  “Now, now, Tomar. I told you I couldn't go into details. Let's just say I know all I need to know and I have the right people to do what I want to have done. You understand how important discretion is. It has to be done at exactly the right time. I don't want to give Tarngord time to get a new copy from the king.”


  “Yes, I see. But he will still invoke its authority, I'm afraid.”


  “And I will ask him to produce the evidence of that authority. Which he won't be able to. End of problem.”


  “What if he insists?”


  “I'll have him arrested for gross insubordination. He can sit out the war in the dungeons,” Anaxantis said, and the way he looked at Tomar left no room for misunderstanding that he would be as good as his word.


  Tomar looked at him, speechless.


  “Would he go that far? Would he dare defy his father like that? Oh yes, he would. No doubt about it. After all, he makes no idle threats. And why not? By the time news has reached the high king at the fort of Nira in the South, Anaxantis either will have beaten the Mukthars, be on the run with whatever troops he has left, or have been killed in action. The king will find it difficult to discipline the only one of his sons who has proven to be a victorious general. He might need him in the South, after all. If Anaxantis fails to stop the barbarians and the battle ends in disaster, he will probably try to regroup in the hills, and the situation will be so confused and chaotic that a regular investigation will be impossible. He still will be indispensable as the only one who can organize the resistance. And in the last case? Well, the fallen don't care.”
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  “Really, Bortram,” Obyann said while he folded one of his tunics, “there's only so much I can do with thread and needle, you know. It's time you got a new one. It's not as if they are costing you anything.”


  Bortram had just entered his barrack. He seemed preoccupied.


  “Yeah, all right then. Go to the master of equipment and get a new tunic,” he replied absentmindedly.


  “That's it? You're not going to sputter and contradict me, and make a scene about that tear ridden rag? Something must be really bothering you.”


  Bortram looked at the young man. He had found him surprisingly down-to-earth for the son of a noble and refreshingly knowledgeable about farming. It made him trust Obyann more than he cared to admit to himself.


  “Yeah, see, I told you my parents were in a spot of difficulty, which miraculously seemed to have gone away after I told You-know-who. So I let the scribe write back to my father that he should personally go to Ormidon and ask the moneylenders if there really had been a mistake all these years and if the books were indeed even. Just to make sure, you know. And I told him to look for nervous twitches and such. He must have thought it a good idea, for he went and what do you know? The old place of business of the firm burned down and all records were lost. They assured Father that everything was all right though. Now, isn't that strange?”


  “Accidents happen. Houses burn down.”


  “Yes, but it struck me that it was a little too coincidental that first the firm should rectify a mistake, a rectification that was very advantageous to my father, and that immediately after all records went up in smoke. The more I thought about it, the stranger I thought it was, and even more so when I suddenly remembered that Hemarchidas was in Ormidon when all this happened. On a special hush-hush mission for a certain devious little prince of my acquaintance.”


  “You can't seriously think he had anything to do with that.”


  “No, but I went to ask him anyway. I had made it clear that I didn't like handouts and that I didn't want his help.”


  “Although it could have cost your father his farm and it kept you awake at night.”


  “That is as may be, but all the same he shouldn't have intervened. If that is what he did. Anyway, so I went to him and asked him to his face if he knew anything about the fire.”


  “And?”


  “He swore he had nothing to do with it. So, I asked him what exactly Hemarchidas was doing in Ormidon at the time. He flatly refused to answer me. After I insisted he said he had sent Hemarchidas on a special mission concerning his personal safety, and that was all I got out of him.”


  “Well, see, there you are. You have your answer. He's your friend. Shouldn't you trust your friend?”


  “Yeah. Except, something tells me that he did intervene, although I'm certain he wouldn't burn down houses. And now that I come to think of it, that was all I asked him. I never asked him directly if he had anything to do with the loan.”


  “So what if he did? Friends do things for each other.”


  “I made it very clear that I didn't want his help. I think he went behind my back.”


  “If he did, and that is a big if, I say, good for him. I go behind your back all the time or nothing would get done around here.”


  “No, you don't. I know perfectly well that you say yes and then just do what you had planned to do in the first place. So, since I know, it's not behind my back, is it? In fact, it's before my face… in my face… to my face… You know what I mean.”


  Obyann sighed.


  “Bortram, listen. When I was six or so, Father thought it was time for me to learn to swim. When I more or less knew how, we went many times to the river to practice. He always told me to stay near the bank, but after a few days I felt I could cross the stream easily. I wanted to surprise him. I got to the other side all right and then began swimming back. In the middle I got into trouble and the river was dragging me with it. My father got into the water, but I yelled at him to stay away. I could do it on my own. I wanted to do it on my own. But did he listen to me, you think?”


  “Well—”


  “Of course he didn't. He jumped right into the river and came to get me out. He knew I was as stubborn as a mule and that I would rather drown than ask for help. I screamed and kicked all the way while he dragged me to safety. He was right of course. But I was mad and refused to speak to him for days. He never said anything about the incident again. He never reproached me for my behavior afterwards. I guess he was just glad I didn't drown.”


  Bortram said nothing, but it was obvious he was thinking, thinking hard.


  “So,” Obyann asked, “would you have respected my wishes?”


  “No. I guess not.”


  “Friends like to do things for each other, Bortram. Maybe you don't particularly like what he did, but he obviously liked doing it. Maybe now, you should do something for him.”


  “What?”


  “Accept what he did graciously. I think it will make him happy.”


  “Hm… so in fact I would be doing him a favor?”


  “I think so. Of course, most of the time accepting a gift is a lot harder than giving one. Not everybody can do it. Do it well, I mean.”


  Bortram looked at him through the slits of his eyelids.


  “It's not just celery they grow in Ramaldah, I see. You're wise beyond your years. And as devious as a certain blond trickster I happen to know. Don't think I didn't notice.”
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  Anaxantis hadn't said anything, and he secretly hoped February the fifth would pass by without anybody noticing. After Tomar had left with his stack of parchments he had stuck his head out of the door and yelled for the page on war room duty.


  “Ha, yes, Radyamirodyahendo, isn't it?” he said when a cheerless looking youngster entered.


  “My Lord?” Rahendo said surprised.


  “What?”


  “You know my name?”


  “Of course, I do. I know all your names. Son of the viscount of Eldorn, aren't you?”


  “Yes, My Lord. Only, everybody calls me Rahendo.”


  “Sad. I never understood why people insist on shortening perfectly beautiful names. Everybody seems to do it. Me, I like long names and how they roll off the tongue. Radyamirodyahendo… it's not just a name, it's a poem.”


  “Even my parents can't remember it, and they gave it to me. My sisters do, but they only use it when they are mad at me.”


  “I think it's a shame. However… I called you because I want you to make sure that nobody enters here between now and midday. I need some time alone to think. So, lock the door to the hallway and keep the key on your person. Let nobody through. And I mean nobody. Tell them to come back around noon. Understood?”


  “Yes, My Lord. You can count on me,” Rahendo said, with the solemnity as if he was fulfilling a dying man's wish.


  



  Anaxantis paced up and down the war room. After several minutes he stopped before the big map of Ximerion that hung on the wall and stared at the southern border, at the little pictograph that represented the fort of Nira, where his father had made his headquarters.


  He frowned.


  “What is he thinking? He will have known the gist in less than a day and by now he must have had full reports about the proceedings of the Amirathan Council. Is the secret charter his only instrument to stop me? As long as he and Demrac think that I know nothing about the existence of such a document, he might well take the risk. On the other hand, he seldom puts all his eggs in one basket. So, Father, what else do you have up your sleeve? What else are you planning? At the very, very least you must have a fallback plan, some kind of safety net.”


  He returned to his chair, put his elbows on the table, and rested his head in his hands, his fingers deeply clawed in his thick blond hair.


  “Are you really not aware of what I am doing here? Can you really not see the ultimate consequence? I had to play in the open. There was no other possibility, no way to hide my actions. Surely, by now you must have seen through my plans. All the signs are obvious and nothing about them is covert for him who knows where to look. And if you have seen through them, what are you going to do about it? How are you going to try to stop me?


  “My guess is you will wait until the very last moment. You won't be able to resist this opportunity to bedazzle me with your superior wisdom and experience. You will want my humiliation to be as big as possible. Your triumph to be as sparkling as can be. Exactly this, Father, gives me some time to prepare. Precious little time, however. And still I have no idea what you are planning. One thing is certain, you can't intervene personally. You might as well send an invitation to Lorsanthia to invade, while we are having a little family feud. You could always depose me, but you won't. Your purpose is for this to be a shaming lesson. You will probably not send one or both of my brothers. You know all too well I would see them coming from afar. It would be a disaster if I bested them. If they bested me, the end result would be doubtful. They could simply step into my place, and you would be exactly where you started. You have no choice but to work with trusted agents…”


  Anaxantis leaned back in his chair and deep furrows formed on his brow.


  



  When Bortram entered the entrance hall of the tower he saw that the door of the hallway to the war room was closed. Before it stood a deeply unhappy boy in a page's uniform. It hung just a tad too loosely on his frame. The poor guy seemed a bit simple.


  “Good day, young man,” he said cheerfully and slowly, making sure the youngster understood him. “I am Bortram, Bor-tram, a friend of the lord governor. I wish to visit him. Could you open the door for me?”


  “No,” said the page, as if this refusal was personally hurtful to him.


  “No?”


  “No.”


  “You have the key though?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Where is it?”


  “I have hidden it, Sir.”


  “I see. Well… eh… Do you know who I am?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Then you do know that I am indeed a personal friend of the lord governor?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “And you know that friends visit each other all the time, don't you?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You also know that friends like to tell important stuff as soon as possible to their friends, don't you?”


  “Yes, Sir”


  “Good. Just keep him saying ‘yes’ and then spring the question. He will say ‘yes’ out of sheer habit,” Bortram thought.


  “So, if you had something important to tell to one of your little friends, you would tell him immediately, wouldn't you?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Well then, I am a friend of the lord governor and I have something important to tell him. You understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Right. To tell him my important news I must be able to speak to him, mustn't I?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “And he is in the war room, isn't he?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Well then, to get to him I must go through the door, mustn't I?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “And you know where the key is, don't you?”


  “Yes, Sir”


  “So, in order for me to get through the door, you must open it for me, mustn't you?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “See, the conclusion is inescapable. You have to open the door for me.”


  “No.”


  “No?” Bortram asked, stunned.


  “No,” came the monotone and morose answer.


  At that moment Hemarchidas came into the entrance hall.


  “Bortram, where is Anaxantis? Why are you wasting time talking to that page?”


  “He has locked the door and he refuses to open it.”


  “Nonsense,” Hemarchidas said resolutely. “Boy, open that door now. Immediately.”


  “No,” Rahendo said sullenly.


  “Why not?”


  “He said to let nobody through.”


  “Yes, of course he said that, but he meant unannounced visitors, servants, messengers and such. Not his close friends. Obviously.”


  “Come back around noon. Understood?” Rahendo said.


  “What?” Hemarchidas yelled.


  “Come back around noon. Understood?”


  “I heard you the first time, you impertinent young fool.”


  Rahendo looked sadly at the ceiling, as if what he wanted to convey was somehow written there.


  “He said ‘Let nobody through. And I mean nobody. Tell them to come back around noon. Understood?’ So, come back around noon. Understood?”


  “Are you slow, boy?”


  “No.”


  “Then open that blasted door. Now.”


  “No.”


  “Give me the key.”


  “No.”


  Hemarchidas looked in exasperation at Bortram, who was chuckling at the sight of his friend getting the same stubborn treatment that he himself had experienced a few minutes ago.


  “It will keep till midday, Hemarchidas. Let's go. Maybe he really doesn't want to be disturbed. You know how he gets.”


  Hemarchidas threw his arms in the air.


  “I suppose so.”


  Leaving, Bortram turned around and winked at Rahendo.


  “We'll come back around noon. Understood?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  



  “So the question is who will be his agent in the event Demrac fails? Is he already here? Has he been embedded in the army from the very beginning? Or will he arrive by the time his intervention could become necessary? Could it be one of my friends? One of those with weaknesses?


  “Damn it. I hate to be blind. Lorseth is probably riddled with Father's spies and informers, and I have exactly nobody in his entourage. Mother might still have some contacts in Ormidon and maybe even in Father's army, but I have no secret means to contact her, and I dare not endanger her position in Soranza. If that is where she is. Ehandar had informers in the Royal Administration. Precious few though. I have his ring, so I could try to contact them in his name. Tell them how the renunciation was a ruse. But they might have been turned months ago. No, that's too dangerous.”


  Without knowing it he felt the same mixture of mounting panic and growing doubt Ehandar had felt creep into his heart months ago.


  “No, no, no. That way lies certain doom. I cannot, I will not give in to this. I will not be overwhelmed by terror. I have come too far. And I am not a helpless lamb. Should I close my southern border? That would be as good as a declaration of independence. No, I am not ready for that. I must work the other way around and begin closest to myself. With those who have access to me. My friends…”


  He sighed. He found the prospect most distasteful.


  “The first thing I must know is if my most trusted circle is as impregnable as I hope it is. As it must be. As repulsive as it is, I must continue to set a trap to find out. This afternoon I'll put the second piece in place. If it works, in the worst case I'll have certainty. In the best case, I'll have fewer doubts. Setting a trap for two people might even tell me something about a third.”
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  “You can open the door now, Radyamirodyahendo,” Anaxantis yelled around noon.


  Moments later he heard the sound of the lock turning.


  “Had any trouble?” he asked, smiling at the page. The boy was visibly in need of cheering up.


  “No, My Lord, none whatsoever.”


  “Very good. That was a fine job, Radyamirodyahendo.”


  “Thank you, My Lord.”


  The boy didn't smile back, but somehow he managed to appear pleased.


  



  February the fifth was halfway gone, Anaxantis noticed, satisfied. He was about to return to the war room, when Bortram came into the entrance hall.


  “Ha, there you are. Come out of solitary confinement, have you? Could you also come outside for a moment? I have something to show you.”


  “Yeah, of course,” Anaxantis said absentmindedly. “What is it?”


  “Well, come out and you'll see.”


  When he stepped into the inner courtyard he saw all his friends were standing there and Hemarchidas was holding the reins of a magnificent stallion.


  “Happy birthday,” he said. “You didn't think we would forget, did you?”


  “Oh, guys, really…” Anaxantis replied, embarrassed. “I didn't want to make a fuss.”


  “Nonsense,” Lethoras said. “Go on, say hello to your birthday present.” He pointed at the horse.


  “For me?” Anaxantis asked, his eyes lighting up. “Really?”


  He ran to the horse and softly caressed its muzzle.


  “A Cheridonian fourblood, of course,” Hemarchidas said. “A horse fit for a king. And quite rare. It's not every day you see a palomino Cheridonian fourblood.”


  “He's beautiful, just beautiful,” Anaxantis said, enraptured. “You guys… you really shouldn't have…”


  “We all chipped in,” Bortram said. “Strangely enough my family came into some money at exactly the right time. Isn't that fortunate?”


  “Huh?”


  “Don't mind him,” Marak said, throwing Bortram a nasty look. “We got a good deal on him when we told the elders of the tribe he was to be your birthday present. You've brought them more business in the last monthsthan they've had the last three years, what with equipping the whole Landemere Cavalry with Cheridonian horses.”


  “Can I ride him?” Anaxantis asked, looking at Hemarchidas.


  “He's yours. You can do—”


  Anaxantis jumped upon the horse, made him turn left and right and advance a few steps. He leaned forward and whispered something in the horse's ears and caressed his long neck. The stallion neighed. Another few steps, then he let the horse walk outside the castle gate, where he started out with a trot before bolting off into a full gallop.


  Hemarchidas ran after him.


  “Stop, you little fool,” he shouted, to the surprise of several passersby. “You'll break your stupid neck. You don't know the horse yet. The horse doesn't know you. Come back. Oh, damn it, there he goes again.”


  



  After an hour, just when Hemarchidas started to become seriously worried, Anaxantis returned. His friends were still standing on the inner courtyard, talking among themselves. His cheeks were glowing and he looked happy, through and through.


  “Guys, he is magnificent,” he said. “Thank you so much.”


  He dismounted and caressed the neck of the horse.


  “And fast. He is so fast,” he continued enthusiastically. “He seems to know what you want to do, before you know it yourself. Hemarchidas, you wouldn't believe it, but we almost flew. And he liked it too. He handles so well. And—”


  “And you could have broken your neck,” Hemarchidas said dryly.


  “Oh, don't be a spoilsport,” Anaxantis smiled. “I named him Myrmoranga. Myrmos for short.”


  “Lord of the wind. Wind,” Hemarchidas said, and this time he smiled too.


  Anaxantis handed over the reins to Arranulf to take the horse to the stables and care for him.


  “We've asked the kitchen to prepare something festive and they're ready to serve whenever we are,” Tomar said.


  They went to the same big room in one of the guest houses where they had celebrated New Year's Eve, although Anaxantis seemed more inclined to follow his horse to the stables. After dinner they continued chatting in varying groups.


  When he saw that Iftang was not engaged in any particular conversation, he made a sign for the general to join him. The others were too involved to pay them any attention.


  “Iftang, we're leaving for the Renuvian Plains within the week. I'd like to take about a hundred men.”


  “That will be quite an expedition, then.”


  “Oh, yes. We're taking scribes, cartographers, servants, the works.”


  “You're sure we need a hundred soldiers?”


  “Well, Marak's father mentioned that a gang of robbers is active on the Plains. The Dermolhean Forty have had to cope with them for a long time. They reckon that they operate in groups of about a hundred or so. I doubt they'll prove a match for trained soldiers, though. So, a hundred on our side seems about right. More would be inconvenient. As we don't know if we will be able to live off the land, we have to take enough food with us. Taking more soldiers with us means more provisions to carry as well.”


  “I see,” Iftang said, rubbing his hands. “Really, I'm looking forward to this. That's what an army should do, you know. Not sit in some encampment waiting for the enemy to come and get us, but actively seek out opportunities to fight and beat him.”


  “I agree,” Anaxantis said. “In more than one sense, in fact. Did you know that the conquest of Amiratha, some three hundred years ago, was the last time Ximerion was actively expanding? Since then we have been cooped up in our own borders. That's not healthy. The very moment you stop growing, you start decaying. I still believe that is one of the main reasons for the fall of the House of Chaldarina, the previous dynasty. Yet, if Father had his way…”


  Iftang looked at him as if he was debating with himself whether he would broach the subject.


  “Speaking of your father,” he said, having made his decision, “any idea yet how you're going to handle him?”


  Anaxantis looked at him with amusement.


  “Yes, I have, but you don't really expect me to go into details, do you?”


  “I guess not,” the general grinned. “I only hope that you know what you are doing. I don't even know why I worry. Until now you seem to have had things firmly in hand.”


  “Okay.” Anaxantis laughed, “Flattery will get you everywhere. I'll give you a hint or two. Mind you, this stays between us. Agreed?”


  “That goes without saying.”


  “Well then. What are the two elements that have to be present for taking the army out of my control?”


  “Let me see… You've told us the old commander has a special commission from the king to take over the army, should he deem it necessary. There are no more elements. He simply has to show you proof of his authority.”


  “Exactly. Tarngord is the first element and he has to show me the second element, the secret charter. Now, let's suppose he wasn't in the, eh, position to do so? Suppose he was, let's say, otherwise engaged? Until it was too late?”


  “I see… no, I don't,” said Busskal. “Are you saying what I think you are saying?”


  “If I can arrest a duchess and accuse her of high treason, don't you think I can arrest an old army commander and accuse him of gross subordination?”


  “You wouldn't.”


  Anaxantis laughed, though not too loud, so as not to draw the attention of the others.


  “Wouldn't I? Oh, Iftang, his Glorious Majesty is not the only Tanahkos playing this game.”


  “So, you would simply—”


  “Yes, without a second thought. At the right time, of course, when it is too late for the king to intervene. I'll put him in the dungeons in solitary confinement, to teach him some humility when dealing with a prince of the royal blood. Not that I care much about all that, but I can be a stickler for protocol when it is expedient. Let him rage to the stone walls of his cell, for all I care.”


  The general whistled, while Anaxantis held a finger to his lips.


  “This stays between us, Iftang. Timing and secrecy are of the essence.”


  “Certainly. You can count on me. Not a word.”


  



  It was almost evening before Marak saw a chance to speak with Anaxantis alone. They had both been very easy on the wine.


  “And?” Marak asked as he sat beside him.


  “The trap is set. I don't like it one bit but, well, it's done. I've told both of them a different version of what I plan to do about the secret charter. Father will want to warn his old friend as soon as possible. By what he warns him against, I will know who informed him.”


  “Anaxantis, but that means your father will know that you know about the charter.”


  Marak looked alarmed.


  “Yes, but he would have taken the possibility that I knew into account anyway. And, if there is an informer, chances are he already told the king that I know. Tomorrow he will be certain, but he still won't know that I know that he knows that I know. His conclusion will be inevitable.”


  “And that conclusion will be that the charter is indeed my main concern and that he only has to safeguard it to foil my plans.”


  Anaxantis laughed at the confusion of his friend.


  “Anyhow, believe me, it doesn't matter anymore,” he said.


  “If all goes well, we will know in a day or so?” Marak asked.


  “Not exactly. To begin with, we don't know if there is a weak point. Sorry, nothing personal, but it could still be anybody. These are just the most likely ones. If I can prove that one of them is an informer, that exonerates the others almost automatically. Almost. Because I'm not going to make the mistake of underestimating my father. But if both of them happen to be in his pay, we'll probably learn that too.”


  “So now everything depends on me and my archers? I've hand picked them myself. As far as they know they are participating in a special contest that will determine their future rank. You're sure the carrier pigeon will not arrive before tomorrow?”


  “Not for another twenty hours at the very least. In fact, later still, most likely.”


  “How can you be sure?”


  Anaxantis looked at him with raised eyebrows.


  “Because I made it my business to find out all relevant facts. The total length from the northern to the southern border is about six hundred miles. We are about fifty miles from our border. Fort Nira is about thirty miles from the southern one. That leaves a distance of five hundred and twenty miles that the carrier pigeons must fly. The best of them do nearly fifty miles an hour. But that's in ideal conditions. The average will be nearer to forty-five miles an hour. That's a flight of almost twelve hours. If they're faster and the weather is favorable, they could do it in about ten to eleven hours. If they're slower it will be more like thirteen hours.”


  “You know a lot about pigeons,” Marak smiled.


  “As I said, I made it my business to know. The informer, if there is one, is still here. He has to compose his message and bring it to wherever his contact with the pigeons is. That could be near or far. It's about seven. Even if he left now he would still need about an hour. The king also needs time to read the message, digest it, make a decision, and formulate an answer. Let's say all that takes an hour as well. The royal carrier pigeons are trained to fly in a straight line, which means they will pass over the meadow where you will have posted your archers, at the earliest about twenty-two hours after the message leaves Lorseth. Depending on when the message is sent, which could be any time between eight in the evening and five in the morning. Most likely the pigeons that carry the return message will fly over the meadow between six in the evening tomorrow and three the following morning.”


  “Did you say pigeons? Plural?”


  “Oh, yes. Important royal messages are always sent in triplicate. So, three pigeons. There are predators, one of the animals could become sick or” ­— he smiled wryly — “get shot.”


  “That means we've got three chances,” Marak said.


  “Yes, if none of them has met with misfortune by then. Another advantage is that they will be descending, which should make it easier to see and shoot one of them. I also picked this day because it is around full moon. Let's hope our luck holds and the weather stays like it has been for the last few days, with clear open skies.”


  “Hm. You make it sound almost possible,” Marak mused. “Won't they get suspicious when only two of their pigeons make it?”


  “I should think not. They lose a lot of birds. Occasionally none at all make it.”


  “I'll have my top marksmen posted in the meadow, and I myself will be there as well, of course. Let's hope your plan works. It is a big meadow,” Marak said. “Oh yes, I'll bring the capsule to you as soon as I've retrieved it. Unopened of course.”


  “Thank you. I hate it with a passion, to go behind their backs like that, but once doubt starts to creep in, it spreads like a cancer, infecting all and everything in its path. I can't be careless in this.”


  “No, you can't. Who knows, maybe tomorrow you can exclude them both. Let's think positive.”


  “Let's hope so.”


  “Let's hope I can exclude all three of you, Marak. I hope so. I so do hope so.”
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  With a large ladle, Ehandar scooped some tepid water out of the basin and emptied it into the kettle that hung on an arm that pivoted above the fire in the hearth. Then he took an equal amount of hot water out of the kettle and transferred it carefully to the basin. He tested the water. It was exactly the temperature his lord liked. He had been doing this for the last two hours. Anaxantis never told him when he would be back, yet he expected his footbath to be ready when he did.


  This day being his birthday, his lord could stay away for a long time still. His friends had probably thrown him a party, so he was prepared for a long wait. It was not as if he had anything else to do. He sat down on the rug before the fire and put his silver flute to his lips. After having played a few traditional ballads, he decided to work some more on a little tune he had made himself.


  Now and then he stopped to check if the water was still warm enough. His thoughts wandered. His lord had many and grave responsibilities. Was it only a few months ago that those duties had also been his? It seemed ages ago. He recalled that he hadn't been good at it. He never could decide what to do, and whenever he did make a decision it was usually the wrong one. With his renunciation, these responsibilities had ceased and so had the panic attacks. His lord was far better at it than he had ever been. Not that Anaxantis told him anything, but Gorth kept him informed. He still marveled how some ten days ago his lord had humbled the whole Amirathan nobility into submission. He had done it to keep everybody safe.


  “He also did it to keep me safe. He keeps me safe, not only from the barbarians, but also from the king and the princes. From the officers and all the others who hate me. And what does he want in return? Not much. Just some trifling services, some futile comforts. He can be blunt and he sometimes snaps at me, but that's only to be expected after an enervating day, during which he has to tend to weighty matters and all kinds of people vie for his attention. It's not surprising that he just wants some peace and quiet when he is here. Who could blame him?


  “He only wants to relax after an exhausting day, and how do I thank him for all his toils? I aggravate him by not performing my tasks well enough. They're not very demanding, they're not complicated and I have all the time in the world. Yet, often he finds me at fault or catches me not having done my chores to expectation. Of course he gets angry then, rightly so. I'll just have to do better. It's not as if he is unjust. Whenever I do something right he is happy, also happy for me, and he praises me, undeservedly, because it is only my duty.


  “He has taken my clothes away. He says it is a constant reminder of what I really am. Maybe he is right. He usually is. Maybe it is only my pride, my undue, stupid pride that made me want to resist. And maybe that resistance itself is proof that he is right.


  “He likes to watch me and it gives him obvious pleasure. So what? He touches me wherever and whenever his fancy takes him. It is little enough to give him in return for his protection and the care he takes of me. If I can in any way make his life more agreeable, I should be glad for the opportunity to do so. I should be grateful that he still wants to look at me, that he hasn't grown tired of me. He must have more opportunities than I can imagine. I should thank the Gods that he hasn't sent me to the Royal Farms…


  “He gave me this demeaning name and he slaps my ass, sometimes just as a kind of greeting, sometimes as an encouragement. One time he dragged me through the room by my ear to the bathroom and made me clean it again, on my hands and knees, while he stood there watching all the time. Well, that was my own fault, wasn't it? I should have done it right to begin with. It is nothing compared with what he could do. No, really, I have so much to be grateful for…”


  Silently tears rolled over his cheeks. He wiped them away, annoyed with himself.


  “Ridiculous. He loves me. I know he does. Once in a while he invites me into his bed and we make love. I can feel that he cherishes me. He is so tender then, so affectionate. You can't fake that. He needs me. And when all is said and done he is my love, My Lord.”


  The door opened and Anaxantis came in, deep in thought. He unclasped his mantle and let it drop to the ground. Then he unbuckled his sword belt and threw it, weapon and all, onto the table. Ehandar scurried to retrieve the mantle and the sword and put them away.


  “Your footbath is ready, My Lord,” he said softly. “The water is just as you like it.”


  “Thank you, Tarno,” Anaxantis sighed.


  He sat down in the chair and began unlacing his boots. Ehandar crouched down beside his feet.


  “Let me do it, My Lord,” he said.


  Anaxantis let himself sink back in the chair and let his brother guide his feet into the warm water. After Ehandar had washed and dried them, he looked up at him.


  “Happy birthday, My Lord,” he whispered.


  “Why, thank you, Tarno. It's nice of you to remember.”


  “I would never forget your birthday, My Lord. It's just… it's just that I have nothing to give you.”


  Anaxantis looked down on him and smiled genially. He laid his hand upon Ehandar's head and with a caressing gesture his fingers wandered down and scratched him lightly behind one ear.


  “Of course you have something, Tarno,” he said softly. “There is so much you can give me. Your devotion. Your careful and prompt execution of my wishes. Your willingness to learn from your silly mistakes. Your reverence. Your obedience. There is so much…”


  Ehandar bowed his head.


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  “What was that tune I heard you play on the flute, the other day? I didn't recognize it.”


  Ehandar looked up.


  “Oh, that's nothing. Just something I made up. Really, it is—”


  “I think it's beautiful. Won't you play it for me?”


  “Certainly, My Lord,” Ehandar said, and he stood up to get his little instrument.


  When he returned, Anaxantis patted his thigh.


  “Come, sit down.”


  “My lord?”


  “Sit down. Sit down, here, on my lap.”


  For the merest fraction of a second a furious thought raged through his head. “I am your brother, not your little child, damn it. Your older brother. Your taller, bigger, older brother.” But it evaporated as soon as it came.


  “Yes, My Lord,” he said, and he sat down gingerly in his little brother's lap, facing the fire.


  Anaxantis curved his arm around his brother's hips and let his hand rest against his belly.


  “Play,” he softly urged him on.


  Ehandar played his melody, and wistful sounds full of melancholy and longing filled the room.


  “That is all I've got so far,” he said when he had finished.


  “Thank you. It was very beautiful.”


  Anaxantis didn't remove his hand from his belly, and laid his other hand on his knees, so he couldn't stand up. His lord seemed to sink away in thought, staring in the flames. He kept as silent and still as he could. Having nothing to do but sit, he became very aware of both hands on his body. The way Anaxantis held him was not particularly erotic, it was just how you held someone who sat on your lap, but it made him aware of his nakedness, and he found the warm hands on his bare skin very pleasing. He began to think how it had been a while since his lord had invited him into his bed, and through the combination of feelings, thoughts and bodily sensations the inevitable happened. He became aroused. He tried to think of something trivial to distract his mind, but it didn't work.


  Anaxantis didn't give any sign he had noticed his brother's growing erection, although it was impossible he hadn't. Ehandar by now was deep red in the face, ashamed and humiliated, sitting there naked in the lap of his fully clothed younger brother, held by him as a young child. A young child with a raging erection. There was nothing he could do to hide the all too blatant outward sign of his excitation. He had no choice but to let his arousal show, literally inches away from his younger brother's eyes. He knew he had lost all control over his most intimate functions, as he was sitting there, his throbbing member in full view for his younger sibling to stare at. Try as he might, he couldn't hold back his tears of frustration and embarrassment. That seemed to draw Anaxantis's attention. He drew his brother closer and pressed his head to his chest. Ehandar threw his arms around him and held on to him as if he never would let go anymore, with heaving shoulders and sobbing his heart out. Anaxantis caressed his hair and the soothing movements calmed him down somewhat, and after a while his misery slowly began ebbing away.


  It was only then that he saw that his brother was also aroused.


  “There is so much you can give me,” Anaxantis whispered.
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  It was the strangest thing. He and another page had night duty that week. The prince had to be guarded at all hours after all, and you could never tell when he might need something. Not that he ever did. In fact, they had never even seen him after he mounted the stairs to his private apartments.


  That is, until tonight. Late in the afternoon he had asked them to lead Myrmos, his new horse, to a meadow outside the encampment. He would come late in the evening to fetch him, he had said. And so he had. The nights were cold and despite their winter clothing they had been shivering.


  The prince had come about an hour or two before midnight, wearing a drab dark brown mantle with a hood that covered his golden hair, instead of one of his more brightly colored ones. It was annoying to admit, but although His Highness had been civil enough, his look hadn't halted on him. Not even for a fraction of a second. It was disconcerting. He had thanked them, mounted his horse, and given them leave to return to the castle. They looked forward to a late evening meal and warming up in the kitchen. Renda was sure to have left them something tasty and filling.


  So far this whole page experience had been somewhat of a letdown. He had realized from the first days that his worldview had been rather limited until now. The fact was that he had been a very big fish in a very small pond. At home he was the highest in rank, or as good as, the most handsome, the cleverest. Here he was the son of a baron, among future counts and dukes, and there were at least a few who were nearly as smart as he was, maybe even just as smart. He had also learned that being rich was rather relative. He was still the most handsome though. Albeit that this failed to impress some people, like that ill-bred boor of a Ramaldah. How the prince had ever seen fit to make that oaf a head page, he would never understand. And would it kill the bloody churl to use a comb once in a while? Surely there must be a few around, even in that hole in the ground called Ramaldah.


  The greatest disillusionment, however, was that the prince didn't seem to have noticed him. His Highness didn't exactly hurt the eyes either, and he would have no trouble finding a partner whenever he desired one. Moreover, as he himself knew all too well, his station in life added to his attractiveness. Nothing sexier than power.


  “There is still ample time. One of these weeks I will be assigned to Princely Service. There will be much more occasion for personal contact then, and under better circumstances too. Meanwhile I might as well have some spurious amusement to while away the time.”


  Although usually fastidious to a fault, Lorcko of Iramid had a streak for the bizarre, the grotesque even. Every now and again he would meet someone he called characterful, someone so disfavored by nature that he became, well, interesting in a most stimulating way. His friends would wonder why he, who could get anyone between his sheets he cared to choose, would sometimes go for an ungainly, even hideous freak.


  To begin with, it was invariably an easy kill, though that was not the reason. It was more that after a diet of delectable, limber young men he craved something more earthy, something more of a challenge. He was enthralled by the dawning realization in their eyes that this polite, charming, well-born young beauty was really courting them. He was fascinated by the contrast of his near perfect body next to the often shockingly unsightly collection of bones and skin that was his partner of the moment. But he was a master in keeping his revulsion inside and let only his fascination shine through under the unlikely form of adulation.


  At every occasion of this kind he had taken great care to satisfy his partner's every appetite, even the unspoken ones. He satisfied every yearning they might have, even those they themselves didn't know they had, however repulsive they were to him. The resulting abandon and total loss of personal dignity of his ugly toys was simply spellbinding. Having their every, even most secret, wish fulfilled by this gorgeous and evidently eager lover was too much to wrap their poor little starved minds around. Their gratitude was bottomless and their zeal to please him in their turn was boundless. Of course, he knew by then not only what they liked, but also what they loathed. They did it anyway, with total disregard for their self-respect. Blushing and cringing, biting their lips, sometimes visibly mortified, they did what he wanted, just because he asked them with his velvet voice, his charming smile and his imploring eyes. Of course, the experience was never repeated, but he was sure that this one time would be their most fond memory for the rest of their famished, unfulfilled lives.


  As they walked to their barracks through the cold night, he looked at his companion. Crooked teeth and a nose that stood a bit askew on his nevertheless not altogether unpleasant face. Ratty hair and legs, far too long in proportion to his body, and an ashen skin. His hands, with the long bony fingers, were his best feature. He had slept with far worse, and seen far, far worse, and yet something told him that seducing and bedding this young man would have a certain spiciness.


  Yes, he decided, young Ambrick, son of the count of Keyld, would be an ideal, quite amusing, little diversion. Meanwhile he would learn everything there was to learn about His Highness.


  The prince was most definitely on his list. On the long term one. The very short one.


  The one with only one name.


  



  Instead of riding directly to the meadow where Marak and his archers were lying in wait, he gave it a wide berth and neared it from the eastern direction. There was a ridge in the landscape that made it impossible for them to see him. He dismounted and started ascending the slope, almost without making any noise, leading his horse by the reins. Myrmos, as was to be expected of a perfectly trained Cheridonian fourblood, didn’t make a sound. A few trees stood in a little group on top of the ridge. They provided enough cover for him and his horse. He had an excellent view of the whole meadow, since the weather had held and there were few clouds. It was nearly full moon. He noticed, satisfied, that all the men were looking towards the south, from where they expected the pigeons to come, and not in his direction. He settled down for an extended wait.


  For hours nothing happened, except a false alarm. He had seen an archer stand up, draw his longbow and aim it at the sky.


  “You idiot”, he had heard Marak shout, “that's an owl. Can't you tell the difference?”


  At about two in the morning one of the men pointed out a bird approaching the field in a descending course from the south. More than a dozen bows aimed at the unsuspecting pigeon, and when it flew over the meadow several twangs followed each other in rapid succession. The bird was simultaneously struck by three arrows, stopped in mid-flight, and fell to the ground like a stone. The archers shouted in triumph.


  Marak, followed by his men, went to retrieve the bird. He handed over the arrows to their proud owners and congratulated them.


  “What are you going to do now?” Anaxantis wondered silently.


  He strained his eyes when he saw Marak look for the capsule. When he had found it he untied it and put it in his pouch without giving it a second look. He gave his men the order to return to their barracks and went to his horse.


  Anaxantis descended the slope. He had surveyed the surroundings a few days ago and had discovered a route through the fields that was shorter than the main road. Now that everybody had departed he could use it without being detected.


  When he arrived at the gate of the castle, he dismounted.


  “Not a word to anyone,” he said to the guard.


  He handed over the reins of his horse to Ambrick, who had come running out of the guardhouse as he saw the prince arrive.


  “You know what to do?” Anaxantis asked.


  “Yes, My Lord. Arranulf has shown us only this afternoon.”


  “Excellent. And not a word to anyone. Understood?”


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  He went to the war room, lit some candles and sat down.


  



  Some ten minutes later Marak entered with a big smile.


  “We did it, Anaxantis, we did it. Damn, they're fine archers. It was easier than I thought it would be and it was exactly like you predicted. The pigeon was clearly visible in the sky and it was obviously descending towards its home.”


  “You're a damn fine teacher, Marak, that's why they're damn fine archers,” Anaxantis smiled. “Also, we were extremely lucky. Take some wine if you're thirsty, but first… the capsule?”


  “Ah, yes. I almost forgot.”


  He took a small object out of his pouch and handed it over. The capsule was wrapped in a piece of parchment which was closed with a tiny seal. It was undisturbed.


  “It's not foolproof, but if you were involved in foul play, you would have managed to miss all three pigeons somehow or you would have tampered with the capsule. As it is, you did none of those things and you came straight back. Gods in the heavens, I hate this.”


  He unwrapped the capsule, opened it and unfolded a small piece of parchment. He read it and read it again, then held it in the flame of a candle. Burning, he let it fall in an empty cup, and when it was totally consumed, he pulverized the ashes with his fingers.


  “Well?” Marak asked expectantly. “Do we know who the informer is?”


  “I had prepared myself for a few possible outcomes,” Anaxantis said pensively.


  “But?”


  



  “But not for this one.”
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  Chapter 2


  Living Letter
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  “Damn it, Anaxantis, I could swear you'd rather talk to that horse than to me,” Hemarchidas grumbled, but he couldn't help laughing.



  Anaxantis caressed his horse a last time and then turned to his friend.


  “All right, I'll talk to you.” He smiled. “So, who's a pretty boy then, who's a pretty boy and who's going to get a nice, juicy carrot? Satisfied?”


  “I could take that in so many ways.” Hemarchidas laughed out loud. “All of them bad, by the way.”


  They sat down under a tree. Anaxantis tore a flat bread in two and handed over one half to his companion. Hemarchidas had already unpacked cheese and cold cuts. He poured some olive oil in a low bowl and dipped a piece of his bread in it. The Cheridonians had picked up that particular culinary habit a long time ago when they'd wandered through the territories of the independent city states.


  “I'm surprised,” Anaxantis said, after he had drunk some watered down wine, “that you still haven't asked me about last night.”


  “As if. I reckoned that the fastest way to get you to talk was by not asking.”


  “Hm. You're beginning to know me a little bit too well.”


  “I won't ask, but I'll gladly listen if you're ready to tell it all to the last detail.”


  Which was exactly what Anaxantis did.


  “It was a success, I understand.”


  “Yes and no,” Anaxantis said, and took a bite of his bread.


  “Oh come on, don't beat around the bush. Did you learn who the informer is?”


  “In one word? No.”


  “No?”


  “No. The message went something like this. ‘Dem, in your last report you were worried about possible measures he might take to prevent you from exerting the supreme authority over the army I gave you. Your fears are groundless. My man in his entourage tells me he isn't aware that I gave you such powers. He expects to take command of the army unopposed. When the time comes, show him the charter. He will be completely blindsided. If he doesn't bow down to the royal will, arrest him, but treat him with all the respect due to a prince of the royal blood. Remember, he is still lord governor of the Northern Marches. I have no intention of taking that title from him. I want him chastised, not broken. I want him to learn. Send him to Fort Nira under armed escort. See to it that he travels, not as a prisoner, but under his own banner.’ And that was about it.”


  “How is that possible?”


  “Beats me, to be honest. I've been thinking about it ever since, and the only conclusion I can come to is that we do have an informer, but not a traitor.”


  “Your little plan to smoke him out misfired.”


  Anaxantis smiled wryly.


  “Yes, and it was such a clever little plan too,” he said, mocking himself. He shrugged. “You can't win them all, I suppose.”


  “So, it was


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  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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